
WestminsterResearch
http://www.westminster.ac.uk/westminsterresearch

Decolonising Public Relations in Africa: Centring Local 

Epistemes in Ghanaian Political Communication

Kuranchie, Paulina

This is a PhD thesis awarded by the University of Westminster. 

© Ms Paulina Kuranchie, 2023.

https://doi.org/10.34737/w74v8

The WestminsterResearch online digital archive at the University of Westminster aims to 

make the research output of the University available to a wider audience. Copyright and 

Moral Rights remain with the authors and/or copyright owners.

https://doi.org/10.34737/w74v8


UNIVERSITY OF WESTMINSTER (CAMRI) 
 

Decolonising Public Relations in Africa: Centring Local Epistemes in Ghanaian 

Political Communication 

By 

 Paulina Kuranchie  

 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the University of 

Westminster for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

SUPERVISORS 

1. Winston Mano (Ph.D.) 

2. Ed Bracho-Polanco (Ph.D.) 

 

 
NOVEMBER, 2023 

 



i 
 

Abstract 

At independence, African countries were faced with the task of decolonising. Countries 

were renamed as part of a broader Africanisation agenda. A quest for decoloniality and 

Africanity was manifest in many ways. However, efforts to decolonise media and 

communication studies have so far been “media centric”. Outliers such as Public 

Relations have been left out of urgent debates on decoloniality. This thesis addresses 

this gap by centring local epistemes in public relations in ways that decolonise political 

communication, using Ghana as a case study.   

Despite the growth of democracy in Africa over the last few decades, democratisation 

in Africa has met with many problems and the role of public relations in Africa’s 

democratisation is arguably adding to the existing problems. The overarching purpose 

of this dissertation was to investigate how political parties have utilised decolonised 

Public Relations (PR), PR strategies, tactics and activities in Ghana’s electioneering 

campaigns. More importantly, this research was aimed at decolonising Public Relations 

in Africa by examining the decolonial political PR strategies political parties deploy to 

win elections. Proverbs instead of global North theories are used to explain what the 

political parties do in terms of Public Relations.   

The study employed in-depth interviews and triangulated with a content analysis of 

media archives.  The findings of the research show that while there are opportunities 

for decolonising PR, the curriculum has to change to reflect the call for decolonised 

PR. The findings also show that public relations has furthered Ghana’s democracy and 

ensured that the two main political parties engage voters. Challenges and limitations 

notwithstanding, the research provides invaluable insights into how African thought 

and knowledge systems can be applied in public relations, political communication, and 

its implications for democratisation in Ghana. It contributes original insights to recent 

debates on decolonisation in African communication and media studies and the 

subsequent impact of political communication in the African context. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

      1.0 Introduction 

Kwame Nkrumah, the first Prime Minister and President of Ghana not only led the 

Gold Coast to independence from Britain in 1957 but also took a decolonial stand 

in communications. Not only did he write Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of 

Imperialism, a guidebook on how to expunge colonialism, which caused a rift and 

cancellation of aid from the USA but he also among other things boldly appointed 

Shirley Graham DuBois as founding director of Ghana Television. She was 

supposed to champion television that shifts the narrative. There was a search for a 

decolonial perspective in Ghanaian communications at the start of its troubled 

democracy. Further, Nkrumah established the Ghana Institute of Journalism (GIJ) 

‘to provide training in journalism toward the development of a patriotic cadre of 

journalists to play an active role in the emancipation of the African continent’1. This 

dissertation focuses on this Ghanaian context with a view to examine the decolonial 

task on public relations as part of democratising political communications. My 

study of decolonial public relations in political communication is aimed at 

producing research that is relevant and speaks to the African ways of knowing and 

living rather than the reproduction of global north theories and concepts. 

This chapter emphasises the need to examine political PR practice in Ghana in 

general but more importantly through the lens of decolonisation. The chapter 

explores the ways in which coloniality permeates the teaching and practice of public 

 
1 https://gij.edu.gh/overview/ 

 

https://gij.edu.gh/overview/
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relations and how this in turn impacts political PR practice and Ghana’s democratic 

processes.  Besides the urgency for this research, I have also argued briefly around 

my motivation for executing this project, as well as provided key arguments that 

shape the objectives and rational for this study. 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Democratisation has met with many problems. Across the world there is a perceived 

‘erosion,’ ‘recession’ or ‘decline’ of electoral democracy marked by a resurgence of 

authoritarianism. There is a problem that many are coming under the rule of 

dictatorships2  (Campbell and Quinn 2021). The main challenges that fuel scepticism 

about Africa’s democratisation include the weakness of political parties, manipulation 

of the electoral process, and a lack of trust in democratic institutions (Afrobarometer3, 

2019). Struggle for power between and within elections have involved strategic 

communications. Public relations has become a key player in Africa’s democratisation. 

The image-making industry is arguably at the heart of contemporary democratic 

challenges. Cambridge Analytica’s involvement in Kenya and Nigeria, and the Bell 

Pottinger case in South Africa have received wide publicity4. The situation in many 

other African countries remains understudied. There is therefore an urgent need to 

investigate the role of public relations in emerging democracies, including its impact 

on the process and procedures in specific contexts. This draws attention to debates on 

 
2 https://www.cfr.org/article/whats-happening-democracy-africa. 

3 https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/02/ab_r7_policypaperno57_perceived_corruption_drives_declining_trust_in_les
otho.pdf 

4 A detailed discussion of how the two former UK based PR agencies interfered in the political 
processes of African countries has been done in the next chapter. 

https://www.cfr.org/article/whats-happening-democracy-africa
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ab_r7_policypaperno57_perceived_corruption_drives_declining_trust_in_lesotho.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ab_r7_policypaperno57_perceived_corruption_drives_declining_trust_in_lesotho.pdf
https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ab_r7_policypaperno57_perceived_corruption_drives_declining_trust_in_lesotho.pdf
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decolonising public relations to engaging with how it is epistemologically defined and 

strategically mobilised in previously colonised contexts.  

 The overarching purpose of this dissertation is to investigate why and how political 

parties have mobilised Public Relations (PR). The research examines the ontology and 

epistemology of PR strategies, tactics, and activities used in Ghana’s political 

electioneering campaigns. It is an important investigation of the decolonial status of 

professional practice in democratisation. The case of Ghana is particularly fascinating 

given its return to multiparty democracy in 1992 and how Ghana is now hailed as the 

poster child of democracy in Africa. The question is how political communication is 

driven by African epistemes in the postcolonial framework. Research has been carried 

out on political marketing and political communication using the following Ghanaian 

case studies: (Mensah, Tayman and Tanko 2023; Akpojivi, 2023; Dankwa and Mensah, 

2021; Mensah, 2019). However, little research exists in Political PR using the Ghanaian 

context. This research proposes to examine how presidential candidates of the two 

leading parties in Ghana, The New Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National Democratic 

Congress (NDC) have mobilised culturally situated PR strategies, tactics, and activities 

to influence electorates in a bid to occupy the highest seat of the land. The study 

proposes to study this in the context of two elections, namely in 2012 and 2016, 

respectively. More importantly, this research is aimed at decolonizing Public Relations 

in Africa by considering African epistemic resources, particularly proverbs in place of 

theories from the global North to explain what the political parties do in terms of Public 

Relations. 

McNair (2017) acknowledges the indispensability of Political PR in political 

communication and adds that: 
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brave (and probably doomed to failure) is the organization which ventures into the 

contemporary political arena without a more or less sophisticated understanding of how the 

media work and the professional public relations machinery capable of putting that 

knowledge to good use (p. xiv). 

 Strömbäck & Kiousis (2020) define political PR as “the management process by which 

an organization or individual actor for political purposes, through purposeful 

communication and action, seeks to influence and to establish, build, and maintain 

beneficial relationships and reputations with its key publics to help support its mission 

and achieve its goals,” (p11). This definition suggests the importance of PR to 

politicians and their political parties. The definition by Strömbäck & Kiousis (2020) 

also emphasizes the strategic and management role of political PR efforts and activities. 

That is, political PR should not be simply relegated to a technical or tactical function 

within political organizations or campaigns, but rather be used to help advance a 

political organization’s principal mission and broad objectives.  

According to Martinelli (2021), the practice of political PR is almost as old as politics 

and society itself. Martinelli (2021) and Strömbäck and Kiousis (2020) indicate that the 

use of contemporary political PR strategies and tactics have ancient antecedents. These 

include relationship management and cultivation (Ledingham, 2021), reputation 

management (van Riel & Fombrun, 2007; Lilleker, 2020), stakeholder engagement 

(Kuranchie and Kwarteng-Asamoah, forthcoming; de Bussy, 2010), positioning and 

segmentation (Davidson & Binstock, 2012), opposition research (Johnson, 2007), 

rhetoric (Sikanku et al., 2023; Heath, 2009), and persuasion (Pfau & Wan, 2006). This 

age-old practice of political PR has however been under-researched in the field of 

strategic communication and has come to be associated with spin, manipulation, and 

behind-the-scenes lobbying (Lamme & Russell, 2009; Morris & Goldsworthy, 2008; 
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Stauber & Rampton, 1995). The concepts are important when investigating the role of 

public relations in specific contexts, especially in emerging democracies in the global 

South. 

Ghana’s democracy is considered more advanced in Africa with some regarding the 

country to be a model of democracy in Africa (Kuyini, 2023). Osei (2013) adds that 

Ghana is one of the most democratic countries in Africa. Ninsin (2006) acknowledges 

that Ghana has always had a rich democratic history even before becoming a nation. 

He observes that: 

Political parties became important as instruments in Ghana’s democratic practice 

as early as the 1950s when the country was in transition from colonial rule to an 

independent sovereign nation-state. As many as 8 political parties emerged 

between 1954 and 1957 to participate in the struggle for self-determination against 

British colonial rule. Between 1969 and 1972, when the country freed itself from 

the first military regime, between 5 and 12 political parties were formed to join 

hands in the agitation to restore democratic rule in the country. In 1979 when the 

country had to reclaim her government from the military and place it on a 

democratic basis there was an explosion of political parties: 11 political parties 

mushroomed; by 1981 the scramble to form political parties had simmered down 

reducing the number to 6 that existed at various levels of engagement in the 

political process until the last and longest military regime usurped power from 

December 1981 to December 1992 (p3).  

Ghana has held eight successive democratic elections since 1992 and has chosen its 

national political leaders through the ballot box and this makes campaigning for votes, 

and marketing of candidates, parties, and policies indispensable. The literature observes 

that the party/voter relationship has moved beyond ideological leanings (Best, 2023; 

Baines et al., 2002; Needham, 2005; Reeves et al., 2006). The continuous decline of 

ideological identification among voters means that political parties should now look for 
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diverse ways of forging relationships with voters (Mensah, 2011). This has led to 

several research studies being carried out on political marketing and communication 

using the Ghanaian case study. Although political public relations have been practiced 

for a long time, it is hard to find both theoretical and empirical research on public 

relations (Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2020). Moloney (2006) believes that even UK 

academic literature in sociology, communications, media, and political studies does not 

pay enough attention to public relations as a subject worth critical attention in its own 

right. This study, therefore, aimed at examining political public relations in the 

Ghanaian context in order to engender research in the area. To research decolonising 

public relations in the lived experience of a global South context, the current study 

examined how presidential candidates of the two leading parties in Ghana, The New 

Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National Democratic Congress (NDC) have used 

culturally situated PR strategies, tactics, and activities to influence electorates in a bid 

to occupy the highest seat of the land. The study is limited to the 2012 and 2016 

presidential elections in the fourth republic of Ghana. This is because these two 

elections produced presidents from both parties: NPP and NDC.  

While attempts have been made to create conceptual frameworks based on African 

concepts such as Ubuntu5 in PR practice, teaching and research (Anani-Bossman and 

Tandoh, 2023; Ngondo and Klyueva, 2023; Nhedzi and Azionya, 2022; Van Heerdeen, 

2004), these attempts have stopped short of implementing these frameworks and have 

instead proposed that African concepts such as Ubuntu should not be “a substitute of 

existing theories and models of public relations” (Ngondo and Klyueva, ibid; p387) 

because “focusing solely on African concepts can lead to confusion and conflicts 

 
5 The concept of Ubuntu is discussed in detail in Chapter 3.  
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especially for multinational companies” (Anani-Bossman and Tandoh, ibid; p12). 

These arguments imply that African theoretical concepts cannot work on their own 

unless subsumed under western theories. I however argue through this research that 

having studied and taught several global north theories in PR for over a decade, there 

are equivalent concepts in African knowledge systems. I further argue that African PR 

scholarship will need to come to an acceptance that there are African knowledge 

systems that work and can be applied to PR practice and used to explain the lived 

experiences of practioners. These concepts should be the first port of call for teaching 

and practice alongside theories from other other worldviews to promote conviviality 

and acknowledge the incompleteness of knowledge (Nyamnjoh, 2017). This research 

‘centres the margin’ and applies African proverbs to political PR practice.   

1.2 Problem Statement 

The profession of political public relations has evolved with many dimensions. For 

example, during the late 1970s in Britain, the Conservative Party initiated a new era in 

which political public relations became a pivotal dimension of politics and one that was 

similarly adopted by the Labour Party and others during the 1980s. As studies of British 

politics have since documented (Scammel, 2023; Wring, 2023; Negrine, 1996; Jones 

1997), all the main British political parties have continually increased their spending 

on promotional matters and allocated greater control to their professional 

communicators. A clear example can be seen in Peter Mandelson and Alastair 

Campbel’s Labour Party case. Significantly, the influence of political public relations 

has become increasingly apparent in party and personality brand management (most 

notably with `New Labour'), especially during British election campaigns. 

In Ghana, however, while there are several academic research on political 

communication and how the media have impacted Ghana’s democracy (Afful, 2016; 
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Mensah, 2011; Gyimah-Boadi, 2009; Dzisah, 2008; Ninsin, 2006; Gyimah-Boadi, 

2001), little or no research exists on political public relations using the Ghanaian 

context. Again, while the subject of decolonising media and communication studies has 

received some attention generally (Mano and Milton, 2021; Chasi, 2021; Mohammed, 

2022; Mohammed, 2021; Asante, 2019; Chakravarty et al., 2018; Langmia, 2018), not 

much has been done on the PR front. Public relations has a reputational challenge, and 

therefore decolonisation is imperative. A central concern of this study then is to address 

some of the deficiencies in academic writing in party-political public relations in 

Ghana. To put it another way, this study aimed to ‘fill a gap’ in academic and 

professional knowledge by critically examining this underdeveloped area of research. 

1.3 Research Questions  

The broad research question determines ontologies and epistemologies underpinning 

unconventional PR strategies and practices which the two leading political parties 

mobilise in their bid to attain political power. This is significant because it investigated 

both the conceptual and praxis behind PR employed by the political parties and how 

these PR methods are influenced by the cultural nuances of Ghana. Specifically, the 

research examined the following:  

• What is the ontological and epistemic basis of decolonising public relations and 

democratisation in global South/non-western contexts? 

• To what extent has PR been decolonised in Ghana and what has been its impact 

on African politics? How have political parties in Ghana deployed such 

decolonised PR since the country’s return to democratic rule? 

• What are the decolonial political PR strategies the political parties deploy to 

mobilise for political power?  
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• How and with what implications has decolonised public relations informed PR 

and political communication in Ghana? 

• How has the political culture of Ghana informed a decolonised model of 

practicing PR? 

1.3.1 RQ 1: What is the ontological and epistemic basis of decolonising public 

relations and democratisation in global South/non-western contexts? 

Political public relations has been demonised as a result of its unfortunate link with spin 

and propaganda. While scholars, like McNair (2014), call it indispensable in political 

communication, others such as Michie argue that the impact of PR on democracy is 

negative and “deeply undemocratic” (1998, p17). Unlike in other jurisdictions, 

Windeck (2010) observes that in Sub-Saharan Africa’s short-term political calculations 

are given priority over the long-term voter base. What this implies is that while 

politicians and political parties actively woo electorates just before elections and 

introduce typical campaign measures, communication, and engagement with and 

electorates cease after elections. Holtzhausen (2002, p29) acknowledges that public 

relations is a product of both democracy and capitalism and hence must be scrutinised 

to ensure that the social, cultural, and political contexts of the practice are emphasised. 

Seeing the negative associations that come with the mentioning of PR and democracy 

in the Western context, this study therefore sought to find out how decolonising public 

relations and democratisation in global South/non-western contexts could benefit both 

PR as a practice and democracy. 
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1.3.2 RQ 2: To what extent has PR been decolonised in Ghana and what has been 

its impact on African politics? How have political parties in Ghana deployed 

such decolonised PR since the country’s return to democratic rule? 

The decolonisation of PR has been overlooked in many African contexts due to the 

perception that PR is foreign to the African way of life. Sommerfeldt (2013) suggests 

that the normative role of public relations in democracy is best perceived as creating 

the social capital that facilitates access to spheres of public discussion and maintaining 

relationships among those organisations that check state power. He further argues that,  

to fully appreciate the role of public relations in democracy, we must understand public relations 

as a rhetorical communication phenomenon practiced by any social actor—individual or 

organisational. (Sommerfeldt 2013, p287) 

Public relations has a symbiotic relationship with democracy. Thompson (2018) avers 

that in emerging democracies such as Ghana, Public relations is influenced by the socio-

political and economic realities of the country. There is no gainsaying that like most 

countries in Africa, Ghana though politically independent, still largely suffers under the 

burden of neocolonialism. In Neo-Colonialism, the Last Stage of imperialism, Ghana’s 

first President, Kwame Nkrumah describes neocolonialism as ‘worse than imperialism’ 

(Nkrumah, 1965, np). Calls for decolonisation has intensified over the years and in 

fields such as media and communication that has a direct impact on the well-being of 

citizens, there is even more impetus to decolonise (Mano and Milton, 2021). The study 

therefore examines the extent to which PR is decolonised in Ghana and how this 

impacts on political PR practice to ensure that Ghana’s democracy grows. 
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1.3.3 RQ 3: What are the decolonial political PR strategies the political parties 

deploy to mobilise for political power?  

The research assumed that PR in postcolonial Ghana is decolonised. Political 

organisations’ public relations activities are basically communication activities that 

consider the mutual benefits for different target groups in order to create a positive and 

honest perception. Public relations provide political actors with inexpensive and 

somewhat credible means of engaging and communicating with electorates, unlike 

advertising which is perceived as being ‘biased’ and partial since it reflects the ideals 

and values of the advertiser. This study therefore examined the exact strategies, tactics, 

and tools adopted by political parties in Ghana. 

 

1.3.4 RQ 4: How and with what implications has decolonised public relations 

informed PR and political communication in Ghana? 

Public relations is evolving with an urgent need to redefine it according to cultural 

contexts (Anani-Bossman and Tandoh, 2023; Ngondo and Klyueva; 2023; 

Holtzhausen, 2002; Curtin and Gaither, 2007). Strömbäck and Kiousis indicate that 

political public relations research cannot “disregard the cultural, social, political, 

institutional, or systemic context in which they are located – or existing power 

relationships” (2020, p4). The implication of this is that political PR practice must 

necessarily speak to the cultural context in which it is practiced. 

This falls in line with the socio-cultural turn in public relations research that has 

emerged in the last few years. According to Edwards and Hodges, public relations is 

not only a practice that entails purposeful communication for the maintenance of 
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relationships but should also be seen as “a locus of transactions that produce emergent 

social and cultural meanings” (2011, p4). In other words, researching the socio-cultural 

dynamics of political public relations concerns looking at the production of narratives, 

discourses, and the symbolic work that is constituted in and constitutive of its practices.  

With the relationship between political party ideology and voter decision-making 

coming under scrutiny in the literature, it is important to examine how political parties 

are pitching to electorates. In Ghana, Gyimah-Boadi (ibid) and Asante also point out 

that although the NPP and the NDC claim to be defined by ideologies, their source of 

strength is from ethnic affiliations rather than ideological persuasions (2006, p248). The 

dominance of the two political parties in the Ghanaian multiparty democratic 

governance leads to one crucial question: Which of the two political parties is utilising 

PR most in their attempts to win voters over outside ideological and ethnic 

considerations? 

1.3.5 RQ5: How has the political culture of Ghana informed a decolonised model 

of practicing PR? 

Public relations underpin communication by political parties. Amoakohene (2015) 

argues that if it is assumed that the political system in a country influences the media 

system in that country, then it presupposes that the various African political systems 

are accompanied by various kinds of media systems with various interpretations of 

freedom of speech and press freedom, affecting the kind of media relations that will 

exist. One can further argue that the culture of the political system will influence the 

kind of political PR that is practiced. For example, whereas giving gifts to journalists 

is seen in many cultures as unethical, it is actually expected when it comes to the 

Ghanaian “media culture” (Afful, 2016). What this implies is that media relations 
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practiced by political PR practitioners in Ghana will be different from what pertains to 

the UK or USA. The current study therefore interrogated how the political culture of 

Ghana affects the practice of PR in political parties. 

 

1.4 Theoretical Overview  

My study of decolonial political PR practice in Ghana can be located through a number 

of perspectives in decolonial studies and converges with the critical traditions. The 

study serves as points of critique for current practices of public relations and political 

communication. 

Mahama (2012) asserts that with the development of Ghana’s democracy, accompanied 

by media pluralism and vibrancy, the growing political awareness and interest in 

national affairs by the Ghanaian citizenry and the competitive nature of Ghanaian 

politics has certainly increased and with it, the attendant difficulties in trying to win 

over others for political capital. Mensah (2011, p99) examined the international 

perspectives that the Ghanaian political campaigns emulate. He observed that,  

Though political actors may not have the financial muscle to hire campaign experts from the 

US, the country may fall within the characterisation of the Americanisation theory as politicians 

are likely to refer to the US as a role model.  

Efforts to apply PR theory in political contexts and to build theory in the field of 

political PR are new (Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2011). In agreement with Strömbäck and 

Kiousis’ (2011) assertion, the bulk of PR theory and research in Ghana still focuses on 

corporate settings (Nutsugah and Anani-Bossman, 2023). Meanwhile, most research on 

politics, political communication, political marketing, and election campaigning seems 

to pay scant attention, if any, to public relations theory and research. Furthermore, 
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previous research in political public relations have had a strong focus on the relationship 

between political actors and news media (Blumler, 2019; Van Aelst and Blumler, 2021; 

Baines, 2011; Froehlich and Rudiger, 2006; Xifra, 2010), which is too narrow a scope 

in terms of studying all approaches through which political actors seek “to influence 

and to establish, build and maintain beneficial relationships and reputations with its key 

publics” (Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2020, p11). Furthermore, PR from a decolonised 

angle could be more applicable to the lived experience of the global South since most 

of the research carried out on political PR emanates from the global North.  

1.4.1 Political PR: Roots and precursors 

Political public relations have come to be associated with spin, manipulation, and 

behind-the-scenes lobbying (McNair, 2017; Lamme and Russell, 2009; Morris and 

Goldsworthy, 2008; Stauber and Rampton, 1995). Many contemporary political public 

relations strategies and tactics have ancient roots.  

In 64 BC, it was time for a new election for consul in Rome, which was then the highest 

office in the Republic. Standing against Antonius and Catiline was Marcus Tullius 

Cicero, who in contrast to the other candidates was from a small town outside of Rome 

and not part of the nobility. For many of the blue-blooded families who held most of 

the power in Rome, voting for such a candidate was unlikely. However, thanks to the 

fact that many even among the noble families and the powerful classes viewed his main 

contenders with scepticism, while he was considered a great orator, Marcus was a viable 

candidate despite being an outsider (Freeman and Cicero, 2012). 

In this context, the brother of Marcus, Quintus Tullius Cicero, decided to write a 

pamphlet in the form of a letter to Marcus on how to wage a campaign and win an 

election. This pamphlet, in Latin, is called the Commentariolum Petitionis, and it is 
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probably the first publication on electioneering and political public relations. In this 

pamphlet, Quintus emphasised that running for office includes “securing the support of 

your friends and winning over the general public” (2012, p27). You should also know 

your enemies and those against you as well as, “impressing the voters at large” (2012, 

p61). Among the most important pieces of advice were “take stock of the many 

advantages you possess” (2012, p5), “cultivate relationships with important people” 

(2012, p9), “make sure your family and those closely connected with you are all behind 

you and want you to succeed” (2012, p29), “secure supporters from a wide variety of 

backgrounds” (2012, p29), “seek out men everywhere who will represent you as if they 

themselves were running for office” (2012, p47), “remember that there are three things 

that will guarantee votes in an election: favours, hope, and personal attachment. You 

must work to give these incentives to the right people” (2012, p33), and “the most 

important part of your campaign is to bring hope to people and a feeling of goodwill 

towards you” (2012, p79). 

The contemporary history of political PR however dates back to the twentieth century 

where, according to Bernays (1923), capitalism brought to the fore   

An increased readiness of the public, due to the spread of literacy and democratic forms of 

government, to feel that it is entitled to its voice in the conduct of large aggregations, political, 

capitalist or labour. (cited in McNair 2017, p33) 

The Democratic Party in the United States of America is credited to have established a 

permanent public relations office in 1928, with the Republicans following suit in 1932 

(Bloom, 1973). Since then, public relations consultants have held “one or more seats 

on the central strategy board of virtually every presidential candidate” (Bloom, 1973, 

p14). 
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However, there is a faulty understanding that PR is a one-way communication. An 

example is seen in the early 1900s, when Ivy Lee, arguably one of the founders of public 

relations in the US, perceived and wrote of public relations as a “news management 

practice”. Bernays, another great public relationist, wrote extensively that PR involves, 

Persuasion of the group and the herd, the conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organised 

habits and opinions of the masses, or the engineering of consent although this is a now infamous 

statement. (Bernays 1947, pp114-115)  

However, many see Public Relations in general and political PR in particular as “spin” 

or propaganda.  

1.4.2 Political PR spin doctors or propaganda? 

For a profession or discipline concerned with reputation, Public Relations ironically has 

a reputation that needs repairing. PR has a bad reputation and is often seen as just ‘spin.’ 

This stems from the definition of PR as the “management of communication” by 

organisations (Bernays, 1980; Cutlip, 2013; Moore, 2014). Per this definition, PR is 

usually engaged in a ‘one-way’ communication and conjures an image of “manipulation 

of opinion, promotion of the rich and powerful, puffery, slick presentation, hidden 

persuasion, the one-sided presentation of fact, figure and changing form” (Moloney, 

2006, p1). 

Pioneers in PR practice, including Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays encouraged the use of 

propaganda. Methods used in propaganda include censorship, suppression, bribery (or 

subventions). Do PR practitioners engage in these activities? Then those who view PR 

as propaganda will be justified.  
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Senne and Moore (2015) indicate that PR cannot disentangle itself from its historical 

relationship to the communication practices now described as Propaganda. PR and 

propaganda are sometimes still used interchangeably in Germany. 

With such a horrible reputation, political PR has always been looked at negatively, but 

it has been harnessed by political actors over the years to win political power and is 

known to build relationships beyond elections for political actors (McNair, 2017).                 

1.4.3 PR in the context of Political Communication 

In any society, political communication both expresses and sustains the institutions of 

governance, the political system, and the political culture reflected in the character of 

those institutions and the polity (Nimmo and Swanson, 1990). Political communication 

studies share many similarities with political public relations yet have to a considerable 

extent been occupied with researching individual campaigns of political parties, party 

leaders, public opinion, and the news media with an emphasis on one-way 

communication flows (Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2011; Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2015, 

p383). Public relations offer a two-way communication angle aimed at creating 

mutually beneficial relationships. As Strömbäck and Kiousis define it, political PR 

“seeks to influence and to establish, build, and maintain beneficial relationships and 

reputations with its key publics to help support its mission and achieve its goals” (2011, 

p8). 

Again, political processes always produce winners and losers. Hence, stakeholders 

must be managed well. 

1.5 Justification for the study: Why Decolonise PR? 

Decolonising involves “the process of revealing and dismantling colonialist power in 

all its forms (Ashcroft et al., 2000, p63). Decolonising does not only undo oppressive 
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systems but also ensures that the lived reality of victims of colonisation becomes better. 

Mano and Milton (2021) note that the cultural context and peculiar circumstances of 

Africans have not informed communication and media studies’ scholarship much in 

Africa. Thus, combined with the harm caused by colonisers in ensuring that African 

languages, literature, and orature were seen as inferior by the colonised (wa Thiongo’, 

1986), this has resulted in the African communicating in a westernised format 

(Langmia, 2021).  

This is critical due to the insidious harm that the Eurocentric view has done to the 

colonised world. I come to this research having practiced and taught public relations 

since 2013. My master’s education in PR was taught from an Anglo-American 

perspective and I in turn have taught PR from a predominantly Global North 

perspective. Indeed, while I have strived to use Ghanaian case studies in my teaching, 

the comparison has always been with Global north theories and perspectives of PR 

theories and practices. This is what Posholi (2020, p291) refers to as “hermeneutical 

injustice”. Miranda Fricker defines hermeneutical injustice in her book Epistemic 

Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing as ‘the injustice of having some significant 

area of one’s social experience obscured from collective understanding owing to 

hermeneutical marginalization’ (Fricker 2007, p158). This kind of marginalisation 

subordinates and excludes some aspects of epistemic subjects that would value 

participants such as students. I look back and wonder how the hundreds of students I 

have taught over the years would have benefitted from knowing that PR is indigenous 

to Ghana and that local knowledge systems are applicable to PR theory rather than just 

Grunigian theories. 

Like Gadotti (1996, cited in Hayes et. al 2021) notes, “all pedagogy refers to practice 

and intends to be put into practice” (p7). Decolonial praxis is even more crucial in 
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practical fields such as public relations and ensures that practitioners move from theory 

to practice seamlessly. This ensures that practitioners’ lived experiences are not too far 

removed from the theory they are exposed to in the classroom. It also ensures that 

African PR practices are not examined in the context of the global north and examined 

through colonial lenses.  

Efforts to decolonise communication theory has not only been pushed by African 

scholars but has become a global south concern. Yoshitaka Miike for example has 

raised the need for decolonisation in Asian communication theory. Miike (2019) notes 

that:  

Asiacentricity is the nonethnocentric and non-essentialist act of placing Asian ideas and ideals at 

the center of any inquiry into Asian peoples and phenomena. The Asiacentric metatheory insists 

on revivifying and revitalizing Asian cultural traditions as theoretical resources for Asian voices 

and visions. The Asiacentric agenda maintains that more theories should be constructed out of 

Asian cultural heritage and cumulative wisdom. Theory building in an Asiacentric sense is thus 

the self-conscious process of actively centering diverse and distinct traditions of Asia as essential 

intellectual resources and developing concepts, comparisons. (p6). 

Another key motivation for PR and by extension strategic communication to be 

decolonised and same taught, is the proclivity for PR in its current form to be used by 

capitalists for ‘communicative inversion’ (Dutta, 2016, p251). Inversions ‘shift material 

representations by dislocating them from their structural configuration and material 

bases’ (ibid, p251). Chasi (2021) agrees with Dutta and adds that strategic 

communication and public relations by extension is violent. He makes this assertion 

due to how communication is used to dominate. He notes: 

Attainment of shared meaning, cooperation, organisation, and harmony involves symbolic 

processes that inevitably crush, distort, and harm what those who partake in them would 
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grasp. Communication entails colonising or otherwise manufacturing conceptual grounds 

on which meanings and cultures are shared and formed (Chasi, 2021, p55). 

Dutta (2016) and Chasi (2021) emphasise the manner in which public relations is 

used by capitalists and imperialists to circulate dominant frameworks to the 

erasure of other multicultural paradigms due to the ownership of powerful 

platforms by corporations. This makes it imperative for PR teaching and practice 

to be decolonised to ensure that the failing capitalist system is completely 

destabilised. I argue that PR can be a force for good but the practice in Africa with 

its current overreliance on western models and theories conflicts with the African 

way of life. 

My study of political public relations in Ghana aims to avoid the thoughtless 

reproduction of Western/global north theories and practises in African 

scholarship. Asante (2018) criticises this thoughtlessness and argues that failures 

of western theories often become the failures of Africans who participate in the 

failed theories. He, therefore, recommends that Africans examine their intellectual 

origins to understand that African knowledge systems are valid. Benecke (2019, 

p101) adds that “most normative Western PR models are irrelevant to African 

practice” and argues for PR which centres concepts such as “communalism, a 

developmental focus, a facilitation role of PR and technology with an Afrocentric 

touch to PR practice in Africa”.  

In “Epistemic freedom in Africa: deprovincialisation and decolonisation,” 

Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2018) also raises the need for Africa’s knowledge to be 

globalised rather than the other way round which we have seen over the years. 

The current study to decolonise PR proposes to use proverbs rather than Global 

North theories to explain the practice of political PR in Ghana. 
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1.6 Outline of Chapters 

Chapter 1 offers an introduction to the thesis. It highlights the motivation, including my 

personal motivation for the thesis, and its urgency, the justification for examining 

decolonial political public relations in Ghana, as well as the objectives and the 

corresponding questions that direct the research’s focus, have been outlined. Chapter 2 

addresses scholarly research on the concepts of public relations, political 

communication and their relevance in a contemporary democratic environment. The 

chapter also explores the concepts of Afrokology and decolonisation. Chapter 3 justifies 

why African proverbs can be considered as the theoretical lens through which political 

communication in Ghana should be examined. The chapter examines the process of the 

making of theories especially in the communication sciences and argues that proverbs 

can be categorised as theory. The chapter also proposes a conceptual framework 

through which political PR practitioners by taking into consideration the lived 

experiences of their audiences, can campaign in ways that resonate with their audiences. 

In Chapter 4, the methodology and the various methods that direct and shape the course 

of the research are discussed, while Chapter 5 focuses on the lived experiences of PR 

practitioners through the lenses of respondents and decolonial praxis. Chapter 6 delves 

into political communication activities in the two case study years, 2012 and 2016. 

Chapter 7 provides the findings and discussions on the media archives examined. 

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis and makes recommendations for further research, in 

addition to an outline of the original contributions that the study has made to 

knowledge. 
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1.7 Conclusion 

In summary, several reasons emphasise the need to examine political PR practice in 

Ghana in general but more importantly through the lense of decolonisation. The chapter 

explores the ways in which coloniality permeates the teaching and practice of public 

relations and how this in turn impacts Ghana’s democratic processes. Chapter 2 

examines the literature on the capitalist history of public relations and how it excludes 

the African contributions to the practice. 
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Chapter 2 

Public Relations, Political Communication and Decolonisation 

2.0 Introduction  

Democratisation in Africa has met many problems and current research from across the 

continent speaks to the erosion of trust in democratic institutions6.  

The challenges include weakness of political parties, manipulation of the electoral 

process, and international support for dictatorships on the continent. The role of public 

relations in Africa’s democratisation is arguably adding to the existing problems. Of 

relevance is what Mano and Milton (2021) highlight as the significant role of 

communication in democratic processes in Africa informed by one’s own vantage and 

lived experience. Hence, Cambridge Analytica’s involvement in Kenya, Nigeria, and 

the Bell Pottinger case in South Africa raised issues about external manipulation of 

local political communication. Even though it received wide publicity, the question of 

how political communication is organised and implemented in many other African 

countries remains understudied.   

This literature review addresses the scholarly research into concepts such as the history 

of public relations, public relations in the context of democracy, public relations as spin 

or propaganda, political communication, as well as Afrokology and decolonisation.  

In the context of conceptual formulations and theoretical reasoning, African proverbs 

have been conceptualised as theories to underpin the practice of political public 

relations in Ghana. This is in alignment with the Afrokology heuristic tool, which aims 

at centring African knowledge and lived experience in media and communication 

 
6 https://www.afrobarometer.org/search/trust 

https://www.afrobarometer.org/search/trust
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studies (Mano and Milton, 2021). Specifically, the literature is reviewed in the 

following thematic areas.  

   

2.1 PR History  

In explaining the origins of public relations: logics of historical explanation, Vos 

(2011) attributes the difficulty in defining public relations to the differences among 

historians in identifying the historical arrival of public relations as a social 

institution. On PR history, L’Etang (2008) posits that “historical explanations are not 

neutral and include ideological or moral components” (p322) and I daresay colonial 

components. Much of the literature on the history of PR has been from the global north 

with global south histories usually tied to colonial powers’ need to communicate with 

their colonial subjects (see Thompson, 2018; Amoakohene, 2015; Mawerera, 2014; 

Kiambi, 2014; Ibraheem, 2014; Skinner and Benecke, 2014; Natifu, 2014, Mbeke, 2009 

and Kanyeihamba, 1997). 

Fitch and L’Etang observe that much of PR history is linked to industrialisation. They 

note that this link with industrialisation “downplays, in some cases, important 

influences from governmental PR or public information and propaganda possibly 

because this is an uncomfortable ideologically and ethically (2017, p122). Vos (2011) 

acknowledges that PR history scholarship examines the “dominant narratives” (p120). 

Their points make a lot of sense when examined in the light of how colonial powers 

used public information and propaganda in colonising Africa and how that has 

altered, not only the history of PR but also of other areas of African life. Much of the 

history of public relations practice in Africa is linked with colonialism (Sunday, 

2012), and this erases earlier expressions of the practice in Africa. This assertion is 

shared by Nyamnjoh (2018), Mano and Milton (2010), Ngũgĩ (2009), Ansu-
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Kyeremeh (2005) as they argue on the fact that African knowledge concepts and 

theories have been subjugated to Global North theories. They also propose a centring 

of African knowledge, especially in media and communication studies.   

Fitch and L’Etang note that:  

Histories are profoundly important to theorisation about PR not only from a functional, 

empirical perspective but in terms of the role of history, history-making, and historiographies 

in the theorisation of PR in cultures and societies. (2017, p117)  

Literature on public relations history has been dominated by the North American 

perspective since the 1950s (Cutlip, 1994; Cutlip, 1995; Hiebert, 1966; Olasky, 1987; 

Pimlott, 1951; Tedlow, 1979). Until recently, there has been little attention to non-US 

PR history. In fact, Krishna et al. (2020) note that one enduring criticism of public 

relations scholarship continues to be the ethnocentrism of North American-dominated 

history and models of public relations. PR practice and teaching have always been 

predicated on Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) models of PR. This has led to scholars from 

other parts of the world undertaking research to ensure that the history of public 

relations in their contexts is also documented and acknowledged. PR histories are 

largely understood in these diverse histories as external communication, and there is 

little reference to internal communication, according to Fitch and L’Etang (2017).   

Watson (2012) posits that in the last few years, there has been an increased interest in 

the history of public relations as a result of its growth in academic research around the 

world. He adds that practitioners and academics alike are asking more questions about 

why and how public relations and corporate communications are practiced in many 

different ways in different national and cultural backgrounds.   

Myers (2014) established that at least in the United States (US), the term “public 

relations” was already being used in the press as early as the 18th century, and it was 

being used during the 1830s in the same context as today’s meaning with the aim of 
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building reputation and relationships. This supports Lamme and Russell’s (2010) 

argument that public relations did not emerge wholly in US corporations around the 

turn of the 20th century, as some scholars posit (Cutlip, 1995; Lancaster, 2005; Moore 

and Kalupa, 2007).  

In A (very brief) history of PR, Watson (2014; cited in Garcia, 2023) indicates that in 

the US, historians point to public relations as having two (2) distinct beginnings: the 

publicity and press agentry of the circuses by PT Barnum that provided popular 

entertainment, and the railroads, oil companies and public utilities. Brown (2016) notes 

that the modern history of PR starting with PT Barnum’s circuses has become very 

pervasive and has influenced several textbooks in the field. This researcher posits that 

this skewed history of PR erases other earlier forms of the practice in other places.  

Wilcox and Cameron (2006) describe PR as a phenomenon of the twentieth century 

whose origins can be traced back to the earliest history. PR history itself is based on 

the Evolving Functions, which they identify as press agentry, publicity, and 

counselling. Grunig and Hunt (1984) take a theoretical approach to PR history by 

outlining public-relations-like activities used by practitioners over the years. According 

to Hoy et al. (2007), these activities are followed by four (4) models of PR: 

The Publicity Model, which includes the period from 1850 up to the turn of the century. 

During this period, the demands for truth are subordinated at any cost to the attraction 

of attention; The period of 1900–1920 saw the emergence of the Public Information 

Model, which puts true information from the public into focus as a reaction against the 

muckrakers; In the 1920s, the Two-way Asymmetric Model came up. New 

communication strategies based on empirical social research allowed for public 

feedback. This feedback, however, was mainly used to optimise processes of 

persuasion and manipulation by means of the “engineering of consent” (Bernays, 1947, 
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p113). In the 60s, the Two-way Symmetric Model emerged, and this model stresses 

mutual understanding and symmetric communication.  

In Britain, L’Etang (2000) has documented that the growth of public relations was 

rooted in the activities of central and local government, particularly in the context of 

war-time propaganda efforts, the rise of the welfare state, and more recent policy 

trends, such as the privatisation of state assets.  

Understanding the history of public relations provides a window through which to 

examine how public relations has been used in democracies over the years and provides 

a premise for understanding what public relations is.  

Outside of the colonial traces of PR history, in Africa the history of Public Relations 

can be traced to ancient Egypt where art and architecture were used to appeal to the 

public and communicate the greatness and powers of the nobles, priests, and scribes. 

Other ancient and pre-colonial African cultures used tools, such as drumming and 

dancing to communicate (Sunday, 2012). Storytelling, village meetings, gongs, talking 

drums, and sporting activities are the other means by which communication was passed 

on in indigenous African communities. Adichie (20217) in a speech at the Hamburg 

forum in Germany notes that “African art is storytelling”, and symbols such as stools, 

wooden carvings (gods), Adinkra symbols, as well as several artefacts have more than 

a symbolic meaning and were used to tell indigenes happenings in the community. 

Sunday (2012) further adds that ancient African PR practice was among other things 

used to communicate religious and government information.  Kiambi (2014, p68) notes 

for example that the Agikuyu, an indigenous community in Kenya used songs and 

dance to convey emotion or express messages of goodwill towards others. 

 
7 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K1Cxhq0gF6E 
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2.2 Definitional Paradigms  

Many communication scholars agree that definitions are inherently rhetorical, and that 

the formations of definitions are social processes that shape reality.  

Schiappa (1993) states that “definitions represent claims about how certain portions of 

the world are” (cited in Gordon, 1997, pp406-407). 

He adds: 

Definitions function to induce denotative conformity, which is another way of saying that 

definitions are introduced or contested when a rhetor wants to alter an audience’s linguistic 

behaviour in a particular fashion.  

A successful new definition changes not only recognisable patterns of behaviour but 

also our understanding of the world. Definition is therefore crucial to the processes that 

society employs to understand the world.   

Seitel notes that “although a generally accepted definition of public relations still eludes 

practitioners, substantial headway toward a clearer understanding of the field is being 

made” (1992, pp7-9). Public relations’ definitions have most times concentrated on 

functions of the practice (L’Etang, 2004). Several popular or standard definitions of 

Public Relations will now be discussed at this point. The African Public Relations 

Association (APRA) at its conference in Botswana in 2018 put forward what has been 

called, the Gaborone Statement as its definition of public relations. The Gaborone 

statement reads: “Public Relations is a relationship management function that fosters 

understanding and unity, strengthens diversity, builds a strong brand, and encourages 

good governance8.” APRA’s concise definition highlights relationship management, 

diversity, and good governance which are critical, especially for the African continent.  

 

 
8 https://iccopr.com/african-pr-industry-unites-around-new-ethical-vision/ 

https://iccopr.com/african-pr-industry-unites-around-new-ethical-vision/
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The Institute of Public Relations Ghana (IPR Ghana) defines PR as: 

The distinctive and strategic management art and social science function, based on an 

understanding of human behaviour, that identifies issues of critical relevance, analyses trends, 

predicts their consequences, establishes, and maintains mutually beneficial relationships based 

on truth, full information, responsible performance, and the public interest. (IPR Ghana, 1992) 

In order to gain management recognition and buy-in, Public Relations’ definitions have 

over the years hammered on the importance of it being a “management function.” In 

countries such as Ghana, public relations is still in its developmental stages, and 

therefore stressing PR as a management function is imperative. It is also worthy of 

notice that per the IPR Ghana definition of PR, relationships are mentioned. I must 

however quickly add that the reason organisational leaders need to be convinced about 

the place of PR in management can be avoided if the practice in Africa though of PR in 

a way that was close to the traditional governance role of the linguist or griot who held 

leadership roles in traditional courts due to the key communicative role they play 

(Ebine, 2019). 

Grunig and Hunt define public relations simply as “the management of communication 

between an organisation and its publics” (1984, p6). The definition by Grunig 

and Hunt (1984) points out three (3) key words which recur in most definitions of 

public relations, and they are management, organisation, and publics. Grunig 

and Hunt’s (1984) definition has been critiqued as being more asymmetric than 

symmetric. Mackey (2003) notes that by defining public relations this way, public 

relationists will be seen as operating in an ‘asymmetrical’ rather than a ‘symmetrical 

model.’ The ‘asymmetrical model’ represents public relations programmes aimed at 

advancing the course of the organisation that pays for public relations work. 

‘Asymmetrical’ programmes are not aimed at advancing the interests of the publics 

involved with the sponsoring organisation to the same extent. This definition, I dare 
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say, can also be thought of as aligning more towards propaganda. Respondent PRPC-

0159 however questions the kind of symmetric communication that can occur between 

corporate organisations and their publics considering the power dynamics that are 

usually at play. He notes quite significantly that “symmetry is a myth”. His contention 

stems from the belief that at every point in a negotiation process, one person or a 

corporation has the upper hand. His assertion also comes from the point that diversity 

and difference is what makes society vibrant, the myth of symmetry however posits that 

all interests can be served at every point in time and that is a myth; because usually 

some interests are sacrificed for harmony to reign but that does not take away the power 

relations in any negotiation process. 

A second standard definition of modern public relations is by Cutlip et al. (2000). They 

define public relations as “the management function that establishes and maintains 

mutually beneficial relationships between an organisation and the publics on whom its 

success or failure depends” (Cutlip et al., 2000, p6). Again, this definition includes the 

concepts of management, organisations, and publics with the only difference being the 

choice of communication rather than relationship building. Cutlip et al. justified this 

definition by stating that the definition “unifies the broad range of activities and 

purposes in public relations practice and serves as a basis for determining what is 

not part of the public relations function” (2000, p4). Cutlip’s focus on communication 

ensures that a key component of public relations, communication, is not lost in the 

definition. 

The focus on relationship building implies that the definition by Cutlip et al. (2000) 

leans more towards symmetric communication. The recognition that the success or 

failure of the organisation depends on the public and ensures that the organisation will 

 
9PR-PC-015, Interviewed in June, 2023 
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behave more responsibly towards its public. This suggests that the organisation does 

not communicate with its publics with the view of pursuing the interests of the 

organisation, but it communicates with the interests of the public in mind also.     

While these references to PR definitions may seem dated, the definitions discussed here 

are seminal and still influence much of PR scholarship and practice especially in Africa. 

Having looked at some definitions, the next section will dive into some 

conceptualisations of PR.  

 

2.3 PR Conceptualisation   

In his article, titled A public world without public relations? Nayden (2009) notes that 

the term “public relations” (PR) has long meant the practice of producing a positive 

public image with the aim of producing to the public a certain image they deem 

favourable. Thus, this practice leads to strategies with results that are not necessarily 

“the best choices for society as a whole” (Nayden, 2009, p24). In this case, PR is 

presented mainly as window dressing for organisations and individuals without 

examining how it is done as long as they look good. This conceptualisation of PR is 

often pejorative, and the practice has sought to dissociate itself from such descriptions 

of PR. 

In their seminal work on public relations, Grunig and Hunt (1984) proposed the often 

cited four (4) models of public relations as: (1) press agentry; (2) public information; 

(3) two-way asymmetrical; (4) two-way symmetrical. While acknowledging that some 

PR-like activities occurred early in history, they indicate that the first “full-time 

specialists to practice public relations” began in the mid-19th century, heralding the 

moment in history when public relations became an actual professional field. Early 

public relations figures such as Ivy Lee, Edward Bernays among others are reported to 
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have primarily used mass media to reach publics with a one-way communication model 

to promote the organisations they represented. The public information model, which is 

the second model uncovered by Grunig and Hunt (1984), appeared at the beginning of 

the 20th century. Grunig and Grunig point out that this model “developed as a reaction 

to attacks on large corporations and government agencies by muckraking journalists” 

(1992, p288). 

Perceiving that they needed more than propaganda to impact public opinion, public 

relations professionals began working to inform the public on issues by presenting 

information (Grunig and Hunt, 1984). The third model, which is the two-way 

asymmetrical model, is attributed to the period that Edward Bernays practiced public 

relations. This third model uses a two-way communication to gather research and 

develop a systematic way of creating public consent for organisational purposes. The 

focus of this third model of communication is not on mutual understanding. It is rather 

on audience research to achieve objectives set by the organisation which was not 

necessarily beneficial to their publics. In this model, research was used to “engineer 

consent” from the publics of organisations. Thus, the research is aimed at understanding 

the public in order for the organisation to get them to see things from the organisation’s 

perspective without changing the behaviour of the organisation. The effects are 

asymmetrical because the behavioural change that is needed benefits the organisation 

but not the public, although many practitioners believe that the manipulated public also 

benefit from the needed behavioural change (Puspa, 2013). Finally, a two-way 

symmetrical model, which is the fourth model of public relations, is recommended as 

the best when dealing with practices concerning public relations (Grunig and Hunt, 

1984). The reason this model is different from the asymmetrical approach is that, 
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It uses research to facilitate understanding and communication rather than to identify 

messages most likely to motivate or persuade publics. In the symmetrical model, 

understanding is the principal objective of public relations rather than persuasion 

(Grunig and Grunig, 1992, p289). 

One of the most relevant critiques of the symmetrical model is Karlberg’s contention 

that the model has focused “exclusively on corporate and state communicative 

practices... [and] continues to furnish instrumental insights (albeit more ethical and 

responsible ones) only to highly resource-endowed organisations” (1996, p271). One, 

therefore, wonders how this plays out in political public relations.  

Kim and Brown (2015) argue that most public relations practitioners conceptualise 

public relations as engaging in asymmetrical information sharing and communication 

with both the press and the public. Anecdotal evidence from Ghana, for example, 

supports this assertion, where PR professionals engage in practices that ensure that their 

organisation is always seen in a positive light and therefore engage in asymmetrical 

information. 

Cheney and Christensen argued that public relations ought to “become more 

intellectually expansive, more critically reflective, and more cognisant of the diverse 

forms of organisational activity in today’s world” (2001, pp179-180). 

In a similar vein, Cropp and Pincus noted that public relations fluctuate depending on 

“organisational, situational, and market conditions” (2001, p189). In this sense, the 

Grunigian model practised will depend on the context and situation presented to the 

organisation. Evidence abounds that the same applies in the Ghanaian political context 

where government ministries responsible for communication have been known to use 

one or the other of the Grunigian models depending on the issue at stake. 
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A key theory in public relations that has “been the main backdrop for many studies in 

sub-Saharan Africa” (Ngondo and Klyueva, 2023, p378) is the excellence theory. The 

excellence theory, an extension of Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) four (4) models of public 

relations, proposes seven (7) characteristics of an excellent public relations programme 

and five (5) attributes of organisations with excellent public relations (Grunig et al., 

2002). The characteristics of excellent public relations programmes were evaluated on 

three (3) levels: the programme level, the department level, and the organisational level. 

As proposed, the excellence theory is a model for “auditing and evaluating public 

relations departments” (Grunig and Dozier, 2006, p20). The excellence theory proposes 

a better way of PR practice by suggesting that excellent organisations work towards 

dialogue with their publics. This enables relationship building, both within and outside 

the organisation. The challenge with the excellence theory is that while it is put forward 

like most Global north theories as a normative theory, there are contexts in which it 

clearly fails but it is still pushed forward as the desired way in which public relations 

must be practiced. As indicated by Ngondo and Klyueva (2023), a lot of research in 

Africa is predicated on the excellence theory (Anani-Bossman and Tandoh, 2023; 

Nutsugah and Anani-Bossman, 2023; Anani-Bossman, 2021; Kiambi & Nadler, 2012; 

Ngondo & Klyueva, 2020; Tindall & Holtzhausen, 2011; Thompson, 2018; van 

Heerden & Rensburg, 2005; Wu & Baah-Boakye, 2014). 

Cancel et al. (1997) introduced the contingency theory of accommodation in public 

relations in their seminal article more than two decades ago, which posits that the 

practice of public relations in an organisation can be placed on a continuum from pure 

accommodation to pure advocacy (Cameron et al., 2008). They expressed 87 internal 

and external factors that influence the practice of public relations in an organisation. In 

a subsequent study, Cancel et al. (1999) found additional factors to add to the existing 
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contingent variables while finding some previous variables to be questionable. Grunig 

contended that the contingency theory is in essence, an elaboration of the symmetrical 

model because symmetry in public relations “is about balancing the interests of 

organisations and publics, and of balancing advocacy and accommodation” (2001, 

p16). Again, this brings to the fore the myth of symmetry as espoused by Respondent 

PRPC-015. 

Even though Cameron et al. (2008) explained that the contingency theory provides an 

overarching framework for viewing the stance of organisations at a given time without 

having to classify public relations practice into separate models, the generalisability of 

the model inherently compromises the specificity of the model. In other words, 

although some of the factors may be more relevant to some organisations over others, 

not all variables will be relevant for all organisations, and the level of relevance will 

also differ depending on the organisation. For example, public relations department 

characteristics may not always be germane to political parties, and for the same reason 

excellence theory may be inappropriate for political parties.   

The situational theory of publics is similar to the aforementioned contingency theory 

because both take into consideration the “it depends” factor. It aims to understand why 

and under what circumstances publics are most likely to communicate (Aldoory and 

Sha, 2007; Grunig and Hunt, 1984). The three (3) independent variables of the theory 

are problem recognition, constraint recognition and level of involvement. Several 

authors, however, have indicated the need to examine “antecedent factors that may help 

explain the development of involvement, constraint recognition, or problem 

recognition” (Aldoory and Sha, 2007, p351; Aldoory, 2001; Hallahan, 2001). 

Two antecedent factors that are relevant to the current study include resource access 

(Aldoory and Sha, 2007) and source credibility (Hallahan, 2001). Aldoory and Sha 
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(2007) argued that the situational theory should be re-conceptualised in a way that takes 

into consideration the diverse nature of today’s organisations. Per this theory, one 

wonders if in a “particular situation,” PR may engage in unethical behaviour by political 

PR practitioners.  

Cheney and Christensen (2001) contend that it is necessary for public relations scholars 

to be more cognisant of the diverse forms of organisations, such as political parties and 

organisational activities that could constitute public relations.     

2.4 Public Relations in Africa  

Public Relations in Africa is not a new concept, although it may not have been called 

that in ancient Egypt where it is credited to have started (Sunday, 2012). Pharaohs 

proclaimed their achievements through hieroglyphics on impressive monuments. 

Again, in cultures such as the Akan ethnic group of Ghana (known in colonial times as 

Gold Coast), no chief spoke without linguists who acted as spokespersons when the 

chief had visitors. The spokesmen were well-versed in all affairs concerning the 

customs and traditions of the area. The use of spokespersons by chiefs persists to this 

day in a number of traditional areas. L’Etang acknowledges that Public Relations 

entails “meaning management,” which makes use of linguistic and cultural 

components (2004, p3). PR is therefore not a new concept in Africa but may have been 

practiced differently (Rensburg, 2002). Narty (1988) acknowledges that practices, such 

as marriage ceremonies and 

…other sophisticated forms of communication are epitomised in traditional music and dancing. 

Drums convey messages that may announce an important event in the day-to-day activities of 

the people in the village; it may be an accident or tidings of a joyful occasion (cited in Van 

Heerden, 2004, p25). 
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In fact, Grunig and Hunt (1984) note that communication as one key foundation of 

public relations’ activities has a two-way relationship with culture, as it is influenced 

by culture and is influencing culture (Sriramesh et al., 1999, p274); a statement which 

supports the argument that culture definitely plays a significant role in public relations 

practices (Anani-Bossman and Tandoh, 2023) and must not be overlooked. 

Okereke (2002) posits that contemporary PR in Africa started in the 1940s because of 

the colonial masters’ appreciation of the importance of public information. He adds that 

the agitation or struggle for independence with the attendant emergence of political 

leaders and political parties necessitated the need for public information. Fitch 

and L’Etang (2017) argue that public relations developments in Africa need to be 

discussed in the light of the ‘Scramble for Africa’ in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries by a number of European powers, including Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, 

Portugal, Russia, Spain, and the United Kingdom (UK), which had multiple 

implications for international and intercultural communications initiatives by political, 

governmental and economic institutions. Fitch and L’Etang further adds that:  

The diversity of conflicting interests in Africa … as Western powers sought spheres of global 

influence has been highly significant as a channel through which communication practices 

support political, economic and trade interests as well as communication technologies 

themselves… (2017, p127).  

  

The impact of the British and/or Dutch colonial heritage is prominent in documented 

accounts of the history of PR in Africa, and it is constructed as significant in terms of 

the development of local PR industries in Botswana, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Kenya, and 

Nigeria. Early PR was, therefore, understood in these countries as primarily 

government information and/or propaganda that emerged in association with colonial 

power in the early 20th century.  
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Akpabio (2009), however, disagrees with the argument that PR in Africa is only 

traceable to the colonial era and independent movements. He argues that PR practice in 

the continent predates these eras. Akpabio notes research done by Otubanjo et 

al. (2009), which shows that modern PR practice in Nigeria can be traced to 1859, one 

hundred years before it attained nationhood.   

Ukono et al. (2018) lament that although Nigeria is the second biggest public relations 

market in Africa, the lack of earlier documentation has led to an unclear history, an 

identity crisis, and ultimately a poor public relations ideology. Ugwuegbu (2000) 

indicates that to build stronger institutions, there is the need for increased stakeholder 

engagement, which ensures that people in society actually have a stake. This can be 

done in African politics through more participation and providing electorates with 

information to influence their choices.  

Africa is a high-ranking investment destination, second only to North America (Diop 

et al., 2015). Van Heerden (2004) notes that while the discourse on economic reform 

and democratisation has claimed that globalisation is conducive to democratisation, this 

is particularly a problem in Africa due to authoritarianism which has destroyed the 

social and political fabric of the continent. Ninsin (2000) therefore emphasises 

the necessity of establishing basic institutional elements of democracy in Africa. PR as 

the enactment of discourse (Taylor, 2011), enables the establishing of some of these 

institutional elements of democracy.  

Public Relations provides the African continent an opportunity for the leaders to engage 

with the people in the society to create a system that ensures that all members of society 

participate in building institutions that strengthen African democracy and increase 

opportunities for the members of society. Benecke and Oksiutycz (2015) add that in a 

democratic context, public relations should aim at enabling an open, accessible, and 
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transparent dialogue between a diverse group of participants using relationship-

building and the promotion of trustworthy and open communication, which involves a 

variety of media platforms. Ngondo (2019), in her article, titled An Exploratory Study: 

Digital and Social Media Use by Zimbabwean Public Relations Practitioners notes 

that social and digital media public relations have been embraced in several ways across 

the African continent. Digital and social media can be used by political parties to create 

an environment for relationship-building and dialogue across various groups in Africa.  

However, recent public relations scandals on the continent have called into question 

how this political communication tool is being utilised in Africa to further democracy. 

The Cambridge Analytica scandal 10  in Kenya and Nigeria and the Bell Pottinger 

scandal in South Africa 11  have raised eyebrows on the role of PR in Africa’s 

democracy. The interesting angle to the aforementioned PR scandals is that both PR 

agencies were UK-based agencies.  Researching on media reportage on the Cambridge 

Analytica scandal, Ekdale and Tully (2019, pp38-39) note that: 

most newspaper articles in Nigeria that focused on Cambridge Analytica (CA) discussed data 

privacy and social media campaigning. The Nigerian…press focused on Facebook and data. But 

very few stories wrestled with the role of foreign actors in national elections. Important questions 

about campaigning and election interference received less attention. This could mean that the door 

has been left open to ongoing foreign involvement in future elections, given that Cambridge 

Analytica used African elections as a testing ground for campaign tactics it later exported into 

more lucrative markets. It did this with little regard for the negative consequences on the emerging 

democracies. 

While this provides a scary prospect for African democracies, it is important that PR 

practitioners in Africa take on the challenge of protecting African democracies to 

 
10 https://www.gatescambridge.org/our-scholars/blog/how-cambridge-analytica-influenced-nigerias-
elections/ 

11 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/04/business/bell-pottinger-guptas-zuma-south-africa.html 
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prevent the reoccurrence of such scandals from multinational PR agencies that do not 

have the continent’s well-being at heart. Like Ekdale and Tully (2019, 39) conclude:  

Revelations concerning CA’s involvement in Nigeria and Kenya further remind us how often 

African elections serve as proxy battles between powerful global interests of which social media 

and technology firms are now major players. While CA received significant international 

attention, the company is just one example of foreign involvement in African elections that has 

broader implications for national sovereignty.  

Anani-Bossman and Tandoh (2023) acknowledge the correlation between the political 

climate of a country and the development of disciplines such as public relations. They 

however lament the lack of PR theory form the African continent which is reflected in 

the under-appreciation of the practice and practitioners from the continent. Thus, they 

conclude that: 

Public relations practice is influenced by different styles and formats to suit a specific society. 

The African worldview makes it difficult to practice public relations using American and Euro-

centric ideologies. Culture is essentially unique to every region and …culture greatly influences 

business practices in Africa, which in turn impacts the way public relations is practised. (Anani-

Bossman and Tandoh 2023, p15) 

They propose a framework for PR practice in Africa which embraces African concepts 

such as ubuntu and manifests values such as consensus building, social values, 

mutuality, inter-connectedness, social responsibility, and inclusiveness. The four 

elements of their framework propose that for PR practice to be effective in the African 

context, practitioners must ensure a humanistic approach that centres ideals such as 

social responsibility, empathy, shared values, and acceptance. The relational element 

of their framework appeals to principles such as mutuality, reciprocity, commitment, 

and interpersonal communication which Kent and Taylor (2002) include as part of the 

principles of dialogue. The strategic element of the framework by Anani-Bossman and 

Tandoh recommends that effective PR practice should have symmetrical 
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communication, must be empowered by strategic management and be part of 

management while being ethical. Finally, the communalism element advocates for PR 

practitioners to be consultative by engaging key publics, be inclusive as well as show 

solidarity to their host communities to allow for PR to align with societal needs. 

Our point of departure from this brilliant framework from Anani-Bossman and Tandoh 

is not the call for hybridisation with western models of public relations but the argument 

that: 

Focusing solely on African concepts can lead to confusion and conflicts, especially where 

multinational organisations are involved. Also, evidence from the literature on public relations 

scholarship in Africa demonstrates a great, if not total, influence of western-based models (2023, 

p12) 

Arguments such as theirs and Ngondo and Klyueva (2023) who also argue in contrast 

to a brilliant chapter titled Inviting an Ubuntu-Based Approach to Public Relations 

Theory Building in Sub-Saharan Africa that “Ubuntu is not a substitution of existing 

theories and models of public relations”(p387), relegates African strategic thought to 

“vanilla” and negates Chasi’s argument that although the concept of ubuntu normalises 

harmony, it can be reconciled with the understanding that strategic communication 

occasions violence and warfare (2021, p58). He concludes thus:  

There is nothing alien to Africans about organisational practices, rules, and strategies to garner 

and harness resources, energies, or forces to produce productive orders. (2021, p63) 

Chasi’s argument aligns with the central argument for this thesis which is that the 

African thought, knowledge systems and context should not simply be considered an 

add on to Global north thought in public relations but should be accepted on its own 

merits. 



42 
 

2.5 Ethics and PR in Africa 

Public relations ethics has been referred to as an oxymoron (Akçay, 2023) due to its 

focus on organisational interests rather than the public interest. In A Theoretic 

Perspective on the Evolution of Ethics for PR Theory, Bowen (2023; p487) adds that 

cynics of PR ethics do so based on the perceived impossibility of ethical communication 

by professionals when communicating on behalf of their organisations and clients 

leading to “window dressing”. In contrast, Fitzpatrick and Gauthier (2001) argue that 

PR’s dichotomy with ethics stems from the vacuous nature of definitions of what the 

practice entails.  

Debates on whether universal or culturally relative moral philosophies are better suited 

to a globalised environment (e.g. Kim and Ki, 2014; Toledano and Avidar, 2016) and 

the challenge of balancing both (Sriramesh and Stumberger, 2017) have raged on over 

the years. Grunig (1990) believes that PR ethics is normative and should extend across 

the world. Grunig (2000, p23) argued that ‘‘the core value of public relations is the 

value of collaboration, which also can be found in the concepts of societal corporatism, 

collectivism, and communal relationships.’’ Grunig believed that excellent public 

relations could transcend national boundaries because the principles of ethics, 

foundational to symmetrical public relations practice, were not culturally specific. 

Kruckeberg (1993, 1996) also argued that there is a universal ethics that shape public 

relations practices. Yet, others have argued that culture, social, political contexts, and 

levels of economic development all influence ethical values in a nation (Austin and 

Toth 2011; Lieber 2006; Yang 2012). For instance, in their 2010 study, Ki and Kim 

found that Korea’s social and economic development had influenced how public 

relations is practiced. The situation is no different in many countries where political 

contexts (Amoakohene, 2015; Thompson, 2018), socio-cultural contexts (Anani-
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Bossman and Tandoh, 2023; Wu and Baah-Boakye, 2014; Holtzhausen, 2005; 

Benecke, 2015) affect PR practice. Public relations ethics must therefore reflect the 

cultural context of practice rather than normative ideals.  

Approaches to moral philosophy which guides normative PR ethics as indicated by 

Bowen (2023) proves that whereas western ideals of PR ethics are underlined by moral 

philosophy propounded by Aristotle and Kant with the three main approaches being 

virtue ethics (character), utilitarianism (consequentialism/outcomes) and deontology 

(principle/rights). African ethical philosophy on the other hand is often guided by a 

different set of ideals that centres the entire society and therefore tends to be communal 

and inclusive in its outlook (Wiredu, 2004). For instance, Bowen (2023, p492) notes 

that utilitarianism is a response to the ‘highly individualistic approach of virtue ethics.’ 

However, utilitarianism requires that one takes ethical decisions that produce the best 

consequences without defining what “best” is or in whose interests, although these 

theories have been used in PR with Grunig (2000) proposing that ethical decisions taken 

based on utilitarianism must serve the public interest. Deontology on the other hand 

proposes ethical decision making based on ‘individual rights and moral autonomy’ 

(Bowen, 2023, p494). Deontology assumes that moral principles are universal implying 

that all around the world, moral principles are governed by the Judaeo-Christian 

worldview which most western canons of morality are based on. 

Public relations in Africa is unfortunately often guided by ethical standards that are 

‘universal’ or in more specific terms which conform to global north ethical standards 

leading to ‘practitioner’s role as organisational moral conscience becoming hindered, 

suppressed and undermined by organisational leadership’s directives to use opaque, 

complex communication, selective transparency, and misrepresentation of facts.’ 

according to Nhedzi and Azionya (2022). 
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A 2023 joint research titled Ethics and Reputation in African PR and Communications 

conducted by Africa Public Relations Association (APRA) and Public Relations & 

Communications Association, Africa (PRCA, Africa), notes that ‘PR’s perceived 

ethical standing has gone backwards’ (p11). The report revealed that when asked how 

ethical PR practice in their countries are on a scale of 0-10, ‘the majority of respondents 

selected 5 (23%), followed by 7 (19%). The mean average score is 5.3 in 2023 and this 

presents a year-on-year decrease of 0.8 when compared to last year12.’ (p11). This 

speaks to a decline in ethical PR on the continent and I argue that practitioners may be 

expressing these kinds of sentiments as a result of the lack of congruence between their 

lived experiences and the ethical codes of conduct that is subscribed to by regional 

bodies such as APRA and PRCA whose ethical codes reflect that of the UK-based 

mother body, PRCA. 

While not disputing the unethical nature of inducing journalists' reportage for their 

stories, 53% of Ghanaian public relations practitioners in a study by Chentiba and 

Mumuni (2021) indicated that they offer gifts (also known as soli) to journalists to get 

their stories published. Anecdotal evidence shows that this number could even be higher 

because as respondent PR-PC-0018, a female PR practitioner working in the banking 

industry in Accra told me off the record, while practitioners may not be allowed to give 

soli per their corporate guidelines, many practitioners who work with agencies find a 

way to incorporate soli into the agency charges.   

Contrary to widely held beliefs, Yang (2012) aver that media bribery has a multiplicity 

of socioeconomic factors that include the countries’ democracy, economics, education, 

technology availability and cultural contexts. This shows that brown envelope 

 
12 https://resources.mynewsdesk.com/image/upload/f_pdf,fl_attachment/iwhhek4wtvoxsacc48vw 

https://resources.mynewsdesk.com/image/upload/f_pdf,fl_attachment/iwhhek4wtvoxsacc48vw
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journalism is not only practiced in Africa but around the world. For example, Li (2013) 

examines the Chinese red envelope (hongbao) phenomenon and its impact on the 

practice of journalism. Onyebadi and Alajmi (2023, 2014) also examined brown 

envelope journalism in Kuwait and conclude that ethical journalism frowns on the 

practice. They place the responsibility of dealing with it on editors and supervisors in 

media houses, the journalist associations, and the journalists themselves. 

Skjerdal (2023) attributes the ethical dilemmas journalists in non-western contexts face 

to how literature on journalist-source relationships are framed and the difference 

between professional norms and performance. He adds that brown envelope journalism 

is prevalent in financially weaker media systems where salaries are low. Skjerdal (ibid) 

continues further that placing the onus of behaving in an ethical manner on journalists 

places undue pressure on them however improved media accountability mechanisms 

and strong ethical guidelines must originate from professional bodies such as Public 

relations industry bodies. 

 

2.6 Contemporary Public Relations in Ghana  

Ghana is recognised as one of the countries in Africa that is advanced when it comes to 

PR practice and research (Rensburg, 2013; Sunday, 2012; Van Heerden, 2004).   

According to Fitch and L’Etang (2017), the history of PR is often linked firmly with 

national developments and nation-building campaigns, and this is evident in the history 

of public relations in Ghana. Hansen (1968; cited in Thompson, 2018) provides that 

while PR in Ghana existed before the colonial era, contemporary PR has been in 

existence in Ghana since the colonial days. However, the Watson Commission Report 

of 1948 led to the establishment of an information bureau for the government in 1957, 
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popularly known as The Public Relations Department, now the Information Services 

Department (Amoakohene, 2015). Many of the practitioners were former journalists. 

Amoakohene (2015) notes that PR was not valued as a profession and practitioners 

came from varying backgrounds. Between 1966 and the return to democratic rule in 

1992 (a period marked by civilian and military transitions in government), the growth 

of PR was stifled. The return to democracy and liberalisation of media resuscitated PR 

as a profession in Ghana (Thompson, 2015; Amoakohene, 2015). This agrees with 

Sriramesh and Vercic's (2009) assertion that PR thrives on public opinion, and 

hence, only highly democratised societies see growth in the profession.  Anani-

Bossman and Tandoh (2023) add that a more liberal democratic system enhances the 

ability to dialogue, and hence, promotes the growth and practice of public relations 

around the world.  

Currently, more than 1,500 registered practitioners operate in all parts of the country. 

A well-established umbrella organisation, the Institute of Public Relations (IPR Ghana), 

serves as both a networking and refresher training platform for practitioners. The 

Institute was established in 1972 as the Public Relations Association of Ghana (PRAG). 

PRAG was re-organised, and a new Constitution, Code of Ethics, Code of Professional 

Standards, and Byelaws were adopted on December 6th, 1991, which transformed 

PRAG into the Institute of Public Relations, Ghana (IPR). IPR was consequently 

registered as a professional body under the Professional Bodies Registration 

Decree (NRCD 1973, 143, www.iprghana.com).  

Public relations are context specific, and their practice is influenced by cultural 

experiences, value systems, socio-economic and technological development (IPRA 

Gold Paper No. 7, 1990; Turk, 2006). For example, in Taiwan, PR practitioners believe 

http://www.iprghana.com/
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that relationship-building is important. For them, effective public relations are as much 

about interpersonal communication as it is about media relations.   

The context-specific nature of Public Relations holds true for PR practice in Ghana. 

Wu and Baah-Boakye identified the dominant PR model among practitioners in Ghana 

to be the cultural interpreter model where practitioners in Ghana “assist their 

international clients with understanding the culture of Ghana and help their 

international clients with establishing local connections” (2008, p83). 

Studies by Sriramesh (1991) in India and Lyra (1991) in Greece are good examples of 

how cultures practice public relations differently and in accordance with social and 

political situations specific to their own countries (Sriramesh, 1992; Grunig et 

al., 1995). Studies conducted by Sriramesh (1992) in India, Kim and Hon (1998) in 

Korea, Wu et al. (2001) in Taiwan, Sriramesh and Takasaki in Japan, as cited in 

Watson and Sallot (2001), Wu (2002) in China, and Taylor and Kent (1999) in 

Malaysia, all stress the importance of culture in shaping the public relations function 

practiced in these countries.   

Due to global influences, Thompson (2018) argues that public relations practice in 

Ghana is heavily influenced by western paradigms such as the systems theory and 

Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) models of PR. Likewise, Anani-Bossman (2021) and Anani-

Bossman and Mudzanani (2020) report that the symmetrical/asymmetrical and the 

personal influence models are dominant in PR practice in Ghana. 

Research and anecdotal evidence exist in Ghana, which indicate that culture-specific 

PR practices such as paying journalists to cover stories (known as Soli in Ghana), PR 

practitioners using their personal influence to gain favours for their organisations, and 

female practitioners not speaking in some cultural contexts go to show that a country’s 

culture impacts PR practice in that country (Afful, 2019; Wu and Baah-Boakye, 2008). 
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Contrary to widely held beliefs, Yang (2012) aver that media bribery has a multiplicity 

of socioeconomic factors that include the countries’ democracy, economics, education, 

technology availability and cultural contexts. This shows that brown envelope 

journalism is not only practiced in Africa but around the world. For example, Li (2013)  

examines the Chinese red envelope (hongbao) phenomenon and its impact on the 

practice of journalism. Onyebadi and Alajmi (2023, 2014) also examined brown 

envelope journalism in Kuwait and conclude that ethical journalism frowns on the 

practice. They place the responsibility of dealing with it on editors and supervisors in 

media houses, the journalist associations, and the journalists themselves. 

Skjerdal (2023) attributes the ethical dilemmas journalists in non-western contexts face 

to how literature on journalist-source relationships are framed and the difference 

between professional norms and performance. He adds that brown envelope journalism 

is prevalent in financially weaker media systems where salaries are low. Skjerdal (ibid) 

continues further that placing the onus of behaving in an ethical manner on journalists 

places undue pressure on them however improved media accountability mechanisms 

and strong ethical guidelines must originate from professional bodies. 

This researcher also wonders how the political system has impacted the practice of PR 

in Ghana and explored this in this research.   

   

2.7 Political PR: Roots and Precursors  

Political public relations have come to be associated with spin, manipulation, and 

behind-the-scenes lobbying (McNair, 2017; Lamme and Russell, 2009; Morris and 

Goldsworthy, 2008; Stauber and Rampton, 1995). Many contemporary political public 

relations strategies and tactics have ancient roots.   
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In 64 BC, it was time for a new election for consul in Rome, which was then the highest 

office in the Republic. Standing against Antonius and Catiline was Marcus Tullius 

Cicero, who, in contrast to the other candidates, was from a small town outside of Rome 

and not part of the nobility. For many of the blue-blooded families who held most of 

the power in Rome, voting for such a candidate was unlikely. However, thanks to the 

fact that many even among the noble families and the powerful classes viewed his main 

contenders with scepticism, while he himself was considered a great orator, Marcus 

was a viable candidate despite being an outsider (Freeman and Cicero, 2012).  

In this context, the brother of Marcus, Quintus Tullius Cicero, decided to write a 

pamphlet in the form of a letter to Marcus on how to wage a campaign and win an 

election. This pamphlet, in Latin is called, the Commentariolum Petitionis, it is 

probably the first publication on electioneering and political public relations. In this 

pamphlet, Quintus dwelled on Freeman and Cicero, and emphasised that running for 

office includes “securing the support of your friends and winning over the general 

public” (2012, p27). You should also know your enemies and those against you as well 

as “impressing the voters at large” (2012, p61). Among the most important pieces of 

advice were “take stock of the many advantages you possess” (2012, p5), “cultivate 

relationships” (2012, p9) with important people, make sure “your family and those 

closely connected with you”, are “all behind you and want you to succeed” (2012, p29), 

“secure supporters from a wide variety of backgrounds” (2012, p29), “seek out men 

everywhere who will represent you as if they themselves were running for office” 

(2012, p47), remember that there “are three things that will guarantee votes in an 

election: favours, hope, and personal attachment. You must work to give these 

incentives to the right people” (2012, p33), and that the “most important part of your 

campaign is to bring hope to people and a feeling of goodwill toward you” (2012, p79).   
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The contemporary history of political PR, however, dates back to the twentieth century 

where, according to Bernays (1923), capitalism brought to the fore 

increased the readiness of the public as a result of the spread of literacy and democratic 

forms of government, so as to feel that it is entitled to its voice in the conduct of large 

aggregations, political, capitalist or labour (cited in McNair, 2017, p33).   

The Democratic Party in the United States of America is credited to have established a 

permanent public relations office in 1928, with the Republicans following suit in 1932 

(Bloom, 1973). Since then, public relations consultants have held “one or more seats 

on the central strategy board of virtually every presidential candidate” (Bloom, 

1973, p14).  

This is due to the faulty understanding that PR is one-way communication. For 

example, in the early 1900s, Ivy Lee, arguably one of the founders of public relations 

in the US, perceived and wrote of public relations as a “news management 

practice”, whereas Bernays (another great public relationist) wrote extensively that, PR 

involves the persuasion of “the group and the herd, the conscious and intelligent 

manipulation of the organised habits and opinions of the masses, or the engineering of 

consent; now an informal statement” (Bernays, 1947, pp114-115). Many see Public 

Relations as a general term and political PR in particular as “spin” or propaganda.   

   

2.8 The Politics of Spin  

Spin, also known as propaganda, has been studied extensively in the following 

literature: Garnham (1992), Franklin (1994) Kurtz (1998), Jones (1995), Cappella and 

Jamieson (1997), Beresford (1998), van Onselen and Erring-ton (2005), Stockwell 

(2007), and Pearson and Mclean (2010). On the other hand, works by Harris 
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(1999), Harris et al. (1999) and Harris and Wring (2002) are perceived to be valuable 

in tracing out the adoption of spin by modern governments.  

Grattan in exploring spin in Australian politics insists, “spin . . . [as] the highly 

professional selling of the political message that involves maximum management and 

manipulation of the media. That is to say that it is the heart of modern politics” (1998, 

p34). Grattan seems to treat ‘spin’ as a benign aspect of public relations:   

Spin is equally about defining and getting out the message – whether it is how good your team 

is or how bad the others are – and keeping the politicians, as the jargon goes, ‘on message.’ 

(Grattan 1998, p37) 

Stockwell takes a benign approach when he states ‘spin’ simply involves:  

The backgrounding and interpretation supplied by media advisers to the press to put politicians’ 

pronouncements in a favourable context and to ensure that the message that they (the politicians) 

are trying to get across, actually appears in the media. (2007, p2) 

PR has a bad reputation and is often seen as just ‘spin.’ This stems from the definition 

of PR as the “management of communication” by organisations (Bernays, 1980; Cutlip, 

2013; Moore, 2014). Per this definition, PR is usually engaged in a ‘one-way’ 

communication and conjures an image of “manipulation of opinion, promotion of the 

rich and powerful, puffery, slick presentation, hidden persuasion, the one-sided 

presentation of fact and figure and changing form” (Moloney, 2006, p1). 

Bernays (1928) actually stated that “conscious manipulation of the organised habits and 

opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society” (1928, p37). He 

further argued that propaganda “is a logical result of the way in which our democratic 

society is organised. Vast numbers of human beings must cooperate in this manner if 

they are to live together as a smoothly functioning society.”  

Wolin (2008) agrees with Bernays (1928) and the school of thought that believes that 

people in a democracy must be protected from the truth. Wolin’s thoughts are in tandem 
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with scholars such as Strauss (1995) and Lampert (2009). These scholars believe that 

the masses of a democracy are unable to handle the truth. As such, they need a political 

elite who, while pursuing the truth, promote ‘the noble lies’ necessary for any society 

to function. Mayer also provides an unsettling opinion on politics and spin when he 

indicates that:  

Political advertising is necessarily full of deception, half-truths, exaggerations, and falsities. It 

is that way because all forms of politics are that way, but political lies are not like lies about 

soap or cornflakes (1994, p119).  

He also adds that:  

If you found a way to make all political advertising rational and accurate, or even if you 

improved its rationality and accuracy greatly, what would you have to do? You would have to 

eliminate politics as we know it.  

Mayer (1994) therefore implies that politics thrives on the “full of deception, half-

truths, exaggerations and falsities”, and further implying that politics is less of an 

‘empirical’ or ‘hard’ matter, and more of a ‘soft’ process involving the arousal of 

feelings or emotions.   

Pioneers in PR practice including Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays encouraged the use of 

propaganda, and the methods used in propaganda are censorship, suppression, bribery 

(or subventions). Do PR practitioners engage in these activities? Then those who view 

PR as propaganda will be justified. Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) models of Public 

Relations also mention the Press Agentry/Publicity model, which describes 

propagandistic public relations that seeks media attention in almost any way possible.  

Senne and Moore (2015) indicate that PR cannot disentangle itself from its historical 

relationship to the communication practices now described as Propaganda. PR and 

propaganda are sometimes still used interchangeably in Germany.   
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With such a horrible reputation, political PR has always been looked at negatively, but 

it has been harnessed by political actors over the years to win political power and is 

known to build relationships beyond elections for political actors (McNair, 2017).  

 

2.9 Public Relations and Politics/Democracy  

Strömbäck and Kiousis (2020) aver that efforts to apply Public Relations theory to 

politics in research is a recent phenomenon. Scholars have therefore argued that for 

public relations to contribute to democracy, it should cease to be regarded as a 

pure organisational function (Holtzhausen, 2000; Sommerfeldt, 2013). Coombs 

and Holladay argue that: 

The corporate-centric view of public relations as well as in the way in which public relations 

have been portrayed as subverting journalistic and democratic processes have contributed to the 

demonisation of political PR (2012, p347). 

In fact, McNair (2004) posits that Public Relations is seen as part of an unwelcome 

corruption of democracy. The recent Cambridge Analytica and Bell Pottinger 

scandals in some African countries have not helped matters. Davis (2002) concludes 

that “the liberal description of the fourth estate media, based on an image of 

independent autonomous journalists seeking out news, has been severely undermined 

by the growth of the PR sector” (2002, p173). 

Mitchie actually believes the impact of PR on politics is “deeply undemocratic” (1998, 

p17). McNair (1996), however, argued that public relations, “like electricity and the 

atomic bomb … cannot be [dis]invented” and that PR is “a necessary dimension of the 

modern political process” (1996, p53).  

Political communication focuses on the interaction between the political actors, the 

media, and citizens, according to De Vreese (2006). In any society, political 
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communication both expresses and sustains the institutions of governance, the political 

system and the political culture reflected in the character of those institutions and the 

polity (Nimmo and Swanson, 1990). Political communication studies share many 

similarities with political public relations yet has to a large extent been occupied with 

researching individual campaigns of political parties, party leaders, public opinion, and 

the news media with an emphasis on one-way communication flows (Strömbäck and 

Kiousis, 2011, p383). Public Relations offers a two-way communication angle aimed 

at creating mutually beneficial relationships. As Strömbäck and Kiousis define it, 

political PR “seeks to influence and to establish, build, and maintain beneficial 

relationships and reputations with its key publics to help support its mission and achieve 

its goals” (2011, p8). 

Again, political processes always produce winners and losers. Hence, it is important 

that stakeholders are managed well.  

Public relations in democracy have consistently been addressed in literature by focusing 

on a single aspect of political media relations. This leads to a misconception of the place 

of PR in the political process. The purpose of PR in a democracy must be to build trust 

between the elected and electorates. Whitley et al. (2016) notes that there is a steady 

decline in perceptions of government honesty. Foa and Mounk (2017) add that there 

has been a notable generational decline in popular support for democracy in both the 

United States and Europe as a result of the lack of trust. Putnam (1993, 2000) indicates 

that trust is the basis for civil engagements and that without trust, civil engagements 

reduce. The lack of trust in political systems has led to “the hollowing of parties and 

shifting political loyalties” (Bennette and Pfetsch, 2018). The assertion by Putnam 

(1993) and Putnam (2000) may also account for the apathy that has been seen round 

the world when it comes to politics/democracy. The literature avers that cynicism 
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among the general public about the honesty and truthfulness of their political leaders 

can erode confidence in all governments, and erode support for the political system 

(Easton,1979; Heath, 2011; Pattie and Johnson, 2012; Whiteley et al., 2016). Public 

Relations is a meaning-making and relationship-building function (Weaver 

and Motion, 2002; Ledingham, 2006) and it is necessary for all organisations (Heath, 

2006). Reputation-building is a useful tool for gaining trust, and by extension, 

legitimacy. Nayden (2009) asserts that parties have attempted to formulate the needs of 

the general public in a politically relevant way. In return, the public legitimates the 

parties’ claims to political power. However, each party may also emphasise some 

particular interests that conflict with the general public's interests. The depth and effects 

of such conflicts depend upon how parties mediate the political participation of 

citizens.   

Puspa (2013) credits internationalisation and democratisation all over the world as 

fields of study and practice in contributing to the growth of public relations.   

Scholars who have advanced the understanding of organisational public relationship 

(OPR) examine key dimensions that are central to understanding relationships between 

organisations and publics such as trust, satisfaction, and commitment (Hong and 

Grunig, 1999; Broom et al., 1997).   

Sommerfeldt (2013) suggests that the normative role of public relations in democracy 

is best perceived as creating the social capital that facilitates access to spheres of public 

discussion and in maintaining relationships among those organisations that check state 

power. He further argues that, 

To fully appreciate the role of public relations in democracy, we must understand public 

relations as a rhetorical communication phenomenon practiced by any social actor, be it an 

individual or organisation. (Sommerfeldt 2013, p, 287) 
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Writing in PR Week, Moore (2012) indicates that as of 1991, there were only eight 

(8) democracies on the continent of Africa. Apparently, the number had risen to 30 by 

2012, and this trend is on the increase.  

In a democracy, public relations have a public advocacy function (Edgett, 2001), and 

it is essential to open the doors to dialogic communication and participation. Hiebert 

(2005) argues that “democracy can only exist when competing interests can occupy the 

public sphere” (p1). Sommerfeldt (2013) adds that Public Relations provides the 

platform to facilitate these competing interests.   

   

2.10 Political PR Activities   

Public Relations tools and strategies are used by government agencies and private 

organisations but are also used by political parties to build support for policy initiatives, 

raise funds, recruit volunteers and new members, and of course, support their 

candidates. These objectives often require public relations practitioners working in 

politics to establish and maintain relationships with key constituencies (Stenberg, 2016; 

McKinnon et al., 2001).   

The literature indicates that Political public relations research has oftentimes centred 

on media relations and pre-election activities (Baines, 2011; Froehlich and Rudiger, 

2006; Xifra, 2010). This is a too narrow scope in terms of studying all approaches 

through which, per Strömbäck and Kiousis’ (2020) political PR definition, political 

actors seek “to influence and to establish, build and maintain beneficial relationships 

and reputations with its key publics”. 

This is because, like Xifra (2010) asserts, understanding the negotiated relationships 

between politicians and the public goes beyond examining the news and news 

management. McNair identifies the four (4) types of activities of political public 
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relations as media management; information management; image management and 

internal communications of the organisation (2017, pp129-130). He explained:  

media management as comprising:  

Activities designed to maintain a positive politician–media relationship, acknowledging the 

needs which each has of the other while exploiting the institutional characteristics of both sets 

of actors for maximum advantage. 

Image management, he further argued was to ensure that the political image of political 

actors on one hand and that of the political party, on the other hand, was consciously 

presented to their constituencies. McNair (2017) indicated that internal 

communications was concerned with “transmitting information internally, 

coordinating activity and dealing with feedback” within the party and among campaign 

staff. Information management, he concludes, involves “open and covert methods of 

information manipulation by political actors in positions of power.” While we disagree 

with McNair’s categorisation of political PR activities, we acknowledge it as a basis to 

examine political PR activities in Ghana.  

Jackson (2012) created a model for effective political public relations depending on the 

objectives and/or purpose of the political party. He outlines eight (8) public relations 

functions/activities within which election campaigns can be situated. First, relations 

with publics, which includes the identification of key stakeholders and maintenance of 

relationships through research-led communication. Second, symmetrical two-way 

communication, which includes the location of a win–win zone between an 

organisation and its stakeholders based on the Grunigian paradigm (Grunig, 2009). 

Third, hype, which means gaining attention through media relations or online public 

relations activities. Fourth, persuasion in essence, which means the crafting and 

dissemination of messages in order to inform or change attitudes and behaviour. Fifth, 

relational, which includes creating combinations of communication and behaviour that 
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are intended to build relationships with key influencers. Sixth, reputation management, 

which is understood in this context as protecting the image of the brand as both a long 

and short-term strategy. Seventh, relations in public, which includes taking part in and 

framing conversations about the brand and encouraging a free flow of information into 

the public sphere. Eighth, community building, that is, adopting a communitarian 

approach between the organisation and key publics through open dialogue and 

inclusivity.  

Asamoah (2020) identifies political rallies, advertisements, press releases, and debates 

as the activities political parties undertake. This view reduces political campaigns to 

activities that only take place in the run-up to and during elections. The activities of 

political parties can however be categorised into pre-election, during elections, and 

post-elections.  
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Figure 2.1: Conceptualisation of Political PR Campaign Activities 
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2.11 Political Communication  

Generally, political communication focuses on the interaction between political actors, 

the media, and citizens (Vreese, 2006). As democracies expand and become more 

ingrained across the world, the need for political actors to engage their citizenry has 

become imperative as well as more challenging. Indeed, Bennet and Pfetsch in their 

article Rethinking Political Communication in a Time of Disrupted Public 

Spheres conclude that:  

Despite the routine press/politics scenarios that still appear on the front pages of the legacy 

press, contemporary political communication increasingly takes place in contexts defined by 

diminished citizen attention, hybrid media systems, the rise of undemocratic movements and 

parties, and networked, often polarised, political information flows. (2018, p250) 

With this, Bennet and Pfetsch (2018) attribute to digitisation, which is challenging the 

long held and idealised normative conceptions of democratic politics that is about 

media systems and press/politics interactions. Vrees (2006) adds that advances in 

technology, the convergence of modes of communication, as well as the proliferation 

of media outlets have contributed to the current state of affairs.  

Blumler (2015) notes that political communication is consequential for the realisation 

or otherwise of effective citizenship in the creation of well-functioning democracies.  

The effects of political communications of whatever kind are determined not by the 

content of the message alone, or even primarily, but by the historical context in which 

they appear, and especially the political environment prevailing at any given time.  

   

2.12 The Public Sphere and Political Communication  

McNair notes that “the importance of an informed, knowledgeable electorate dictates 

that democratic politics must be pursued in the public arena” (2017, p17).  
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This ensures that the knowledge and information which serves as the basis for 

electorates’ political choices are circulated freely to all. Private political opinions of 

individuals translate into public opinion which may be reflected in voting patterns. 

Habermas (1996) describes the public sphere as being between the state and 

society, and also being fundamental to the maintenance of democracy. The public 

sphere was originally described by Habermas (1987) as discussions in public places 

among those with common interests and flourished in late 18th-century Europe. He 

credits the development of the public sphere to 18th-century Britain, where newspapers 

had begun their modern function of not only providing information but also opinion, 

comment, and criticism, facilitating debate among the emerging bourgeois and 

educated classes (McNair, 2017).  Habermas (1978) argued that in the public sphere, 

interests such as status and wealth were temporarily subjugated in order to engage in 

reasoned debate with the goal of reaching a common ground in matters of commerce. 

Rosas and Serrano-Puche (2018), however present criticisms of the foundational public 

sphere concept. They, for example, note that certain groups or “counter-publics” are 

often excluded from engagement and that, in fact, there are many diverse public 

spheres.  

The discourse in the public sphere does not result in binding decisions but sets the 

course for public opinion to be formed, which is critical for state level decision making 

(Fraser,1990). Castells (2008) adds that the public sphere preserves democracy and 

balances social stability and change. Public opinion is formed in what Habermas (1978) 

calls, the public sphere. The public sphere is therefore vital to the functioning of 

democracy.  

Functioning public spheres in democratic societies are not spontaneous but emerge 

from civil society. Calhoun notes that “public spheres represent the potential for people 
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organised in civil society to alter their own conditions of existence by means of rational-

critical discourse” (1993, p27).  

Ernst describes the public sphere as that ‘distinctive discursive space’ within which 

“individuals are combined so as to be able to assume the role of a politically powerful 

force” (1987, p47). The public sphere, I argue is important in any democratic 

environment and while it may not be exactly what Habermas originally proposed in 

contexts such as Africa, they still exist. 

 

2.13 The Concept of the Public Sphere and Africa  

Habermas’ concept of the public sphere has become a canon in political communication 

and is one of the most intensely critiqued texts with critics noting how Habermas’ 

exclusion of women, working class people as well as his belief of a unitary public 

sphere (Willems, 2023; Suleiman, 2017). Of equal importance in the questioning of 

Habermas’ conceptualisation of the public sphere despite the wholesale acceptance and 

usage by individuals, especially African Communication and media scholars, is his own 

limitations of the notion of the public sphere and the specific European context it 

catered to.  

Habermas admitted that: 

The other peculiarity of our method results from the necessity of having to proceed at once 

sociologically and historically. We conceive bourgeois public sphere as a category that is typical 

of an epoch. It cannot be abstracted from the unique developmental history of that ‘civil society’ 

(. . .) originating in the European High Middle Ages; nor can it be transferred, ideal typically 

generalised to any number of historical situations that represent formally similar constellations 

(1989, pxvii). 
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As a normative liberal theory, Habermas’ public sphere has become a dominant lens 

through which media, communication, politics, and democracy are viewed (Willems, 

2023; Suleiman, 2017; Oso, 2013; Nyamnjoh, 2005). Suleiman (2017) interrogates why 

much of the literature in Africa on the public sphere tends to universalise its application 

when Habermas himself cautioned against it. 

Drawing on calls for the decolonisation of communication and media studies (Mano 

and Milton, 2021; Mohammed, 2021; Asante, 2022) and the centring of the margins, 

Willems (2023) argues that Habermas’ public sphere context clearly shows a history 

that has been whitewashed. She contends that based on the setting of the theory, the 

slave trade will have still been ongoing at the time, and hence his silence on it left the 

‘centre’ intact in contrast to calls for the margins to be centred as decolonisation of 

knowledge that production calls for.  

In calling for a critical examination of Habermas’ public sphere, especially when 

applied to the African context, Suleiman draws on the works of Ekeh (1975) and 

Mamdani (1996), and posits that colonisation has created a bifurcated state for the 

African civil society due to the two distinct personas they had to take on in their civil 

and customary roles, a state which Kobina Sekyi’s The Blinkards, a satirical play 

addresses (2017, p88). He further argues that because of the difficulty in reconciling 

the conflicting moral bases of their civil and customary roles, the public sphere of 

African civil society undermines democracy rather than advancing it, like Habermas’ 

original idea proposes. 
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2.14 Democracy in Africa  

Africa had three waves of democracy between the 1950s and the 1990s, the first of 

which witnessed several countries engaged in the struggle for national independence 

from their colonial masters. Gyampo (2017) notes that many of these post-

independence countries leaned toward authoritarian regimes in the period between the 

1960s and the 1990s. This period was conceptualised as clientelism, neo-

patrimonialism, personalism, prebendalism, and rentier state (Lindberg, 2004, p4).  

The 1990s, however, saw reforms on the democratic front in Africa. These reforms 

included multiparty elections in 44 out of the then 48 African countries over a 15-year 

period (Lindberg, 2004; Lindberg, 2006) and ushered in what scholars have called, the 

third wave of democracy (Huntington, 1991). The period swept away many dictatorial 

regimes and their one-party systems that had dominated several African states since 

independence in the 1960s. The third wave of democratisation was also occasioned by 

the failure of both military and civilian regimes over the years to deal with poverty, 

unemployment, oppression, and the lack of essential services, such as healthcare, 

housing, and education.  

Osei (2013) opines that studying the democratic systems in Africa often poses a 

challenge to researchers. This is because: 

…they are often characterised by one-party dominance, exhibit little ideological competition, 

and do not reflect the classical cleavages (urban/rural, church/state, labour/capital, and 

centre/periphery) that have shaped Western European party systems. (ibid, p578) 

Manning, therefore, concludes that democratic systems in Africa do not conform to 

those in industrial democracies (2005, p708). The question however is why African 

democracies must conform to so-called industrial democracies when the contexts are 

different. It is worthy of mention also that scholars, such as Erdmann (2004) have 
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become even more sceptical regarding the applicability of ‘Western biased’ concepts 

of party research to Africa.  

2.15 Democracy in Ghana  

Amoakohene (2012) notes that Ghanaians are obsessed with politics. This, she traces 

to historical antecedents in the setting up of newspapers in both pre-colonial and 

colonial eras. This obsession is evident in the number of political morning shows on 

radio every morning. Ninsin agrees with Ghanaians’ age-old “obsession” with politics 

and notes that:   

As many as 8 political parties emerged between 1954 and 1957 to participate in the struggle for 

self-determination against British colonial rule. Between 1969 and 1972 when the country freed 

itself from the first military regime, between 5 and 12 political parties were formed to join hands 

in the agitation to restore democratic rule in the country. In 1979 when the country had to 

reclaim her government from the military and place it on a democratic basis there was an 

explosion of political parties: 11 political parties mushroomed; by 1981 the scramble to form 

political parties had simmered down reducing the number to 6 that existed at various levels of 

engagement in the political process until the last and longest military regime usurped power 

from December 1981 to December 1992. (2005, p3)  

Ghana’s political history has undergone a number of political transitions; from slavery 

to colonial rule, to multi-party democracy after independence, to military dictatorships, 

and has currently shifted back to multi-party democracy since 1992 (Austin, 1961; 

Monfils, 1977; Anebo, 1997; Handly and Mills, 2001; Mensah, 2011). The country has 

also seen a number of coups d’états which have seen the constitutions of 1958, 1969, 

and 1979 overthrown in military coups in 1966, 1972, and 1981, respectively. The 

military interventions weighed heavily on party configurations and the media system 

as well as other democratic institutions, such as the Electoral Commission (Mensah, 

2009; Amoakohene, 2012).   



66 
 

The April 1992 referendum in Ghana ushered in a new dispensation in the socio-

political life of Ghana. Ghanaians had the opportunity to vote in a referendum to go 

back to constitutional multiparty democratic governance after the 1981 military 

intervention. This ushered in the fourth republican constitution of Ghana. The 

referendum also allowed the setting up of the Electoral Commission of Ghana, which 

conducted the December 1992 multiparty democratic elections and subsequently the 

1996, 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012, and finally the 2016 elections. Multiparty systems and 

free and fair elections are generally regarded as the trademark of democratic societies 

(Ninson, 2005).  

Ghana’s democracy is known to be the most mature in Africa, making Ghana the model 

of democracy in Africa (Carothers, 2002). Osei (2013) adds that Ghana is one of the 

most democratic countries in Africa. Ninsin (2006) acknowledges that Ghana has 

always had a rich democratic history even before becoming a nation. He observes that:  

Political parties became important as instruments in Ghana’s democratic practice as early as the 

1950s when the country was in transition from colonial rule to an independent sovereign nation-

state. As many as 8 political parties emerged between 1954 and 1957 to participate in the 

struggle for self-determination against British colonial rule. Between 1969 and 1972 when the 

country freed itself from the first military regime, between 5 and 12 political parties were 

formed to join hands in the agitation to restore democratic rule in the country. In 1979 when the 

country had to reclaim her government from the military and place it on a democratic basis there 

was an explosion of political parties: 11 political parties mushroomed; by 1981 the scramble to 

form political parties had simmered down reducing the number to 6 that existed at various levels 

of engagement in the political process until the last and longest military regime usurped power 

from December 1981 to December 1992. (Ninsin 2006, p3) 

Ghana has held seven successive democratic elections since 1992 and has chosen its 

national political leaders through the ballot box, making campaigning for votes, and 

marketing of candidates, parties, and policies indispensable. The literature observes that 
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the party/voter relationship has moved beyond ideological leanings (Baines et al., 2002; 

Needham, 2005; Reeves et al., 2006). The continuous decline of ideological 

identification among voters means that political parties should now look for diverse 

ways of forging relationships with voters (Mensah, 2011). This has led to several 

research studies being carried out on political marketing and communication using the 

Ghanaian case study. Although political public relations have been practiced for a long 

time, both theoretical and empirical research is hard to find in public relations research 

(Strömbäck and Kiousis, 2011). Moloney (2006) believes that even UK academic 

literature in sociology, communications, media, and political studies does not pay 

enough attention to public relations as a subject worth critical attention in its own right.  

   

2.16 Political Parties in Ghana  

Many scholarly works on elections and voting behaviour in Ghana have shown that the 

Ghanaian electorate vote for political parties rather than individual candidates 

(Ayee, 1997; Ayee, 2002; Smith, 2002; Boafo-Arthur (ed.) 2006; Fobih, 2008; 

Daddieh, 2009; Jockers et al., 2010; Osei, 2013; Brierley and Ofosu, 2014).  

Mensah (2009) notes that since the fight for independence till now, the relevance of 

political parties in Ghana’s democratic process cannot be over emphasised. He further 

adds that political parties are the main platform for political participation, especially for 

elected office. The evidence for this is in the number of candidates elected as President 

and Members of Parliament (MP) on party tickets, as against those elected as 

independent candidates. Whereas both presidential and parliamentary offices have seen 

a number of attempts by independent candidates to defeat party candidates, it is the 

latter that has been successful with just four (4) and one (1) independent candidate 

elected to parliament in the 2000 and 2004 elections, respectively.  
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Ghana’s 1992 constitution currently combines both the American presidential system 

of government and some elements of the British Westminster parliamentary system. 

This makes it possible for the President, selected through party primaries if running on 

a party ticket, to be elected directly by popular vote in the same way as Members of 

Parliament.   

In her 2013 article, titled Party System Institutionalisation in Ghana and Senegal, Anja 

Osei found that Ghana’s fourth republic party system is marked by stability and a 

comparatively small number of parties with power alternating between the National 

Democratic Congress (NDC) and the New Patriotic Party (NPP) since the 1992 

constitution came into force. In recounting the reason for this trend of events, Osei 

(2013) traces the history of political parties and notes that an early split in the nationalist 

movement on the eve of independence paved the way for this pattern of competition. 

The first political party, the United Gold Coast Convention (UGCC), was politically 

moderate and dominated by the wealthy and educated Akan elite in southern Ghana. In 

1947, Nkrumah left the UGCC to establish the radical and left-wing Convention 

People’s Party (CPP), which led Ghana to independence in 1957. Nkrumah was 

overthrown a few years later, in a military coup, and between 1964 and 1992 Ghana 

experienced a rapid alternation of various military and civilian governments. After a 

period of military rule under Jerry John Rawlings, founding elections were held in 1992 

as earlier indicated. Although party development was interrupted now and then over the 

years, each new republic saw the resurgence of two political traditions: the Busia-

Danquah tradition (as the successor to the UGCC) and the Nkrumahists (following the 

spirit of the CPP). Each party of the Busia-Danquah tradition claimed to stand for the 

rule of law, liberal democracy, a free-market economy, and individual freedom. The 

Nkrumahists, in contrast, presented themselves as defending the interests of the average 
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person (Jonah, 1998, p90; Nugent, 2007, p260). As soon as the ban on political parties 

was lifted in 1992, the old distinctions resurfaced, with the NPP representing a revival 

of the Busia-Danquah tradition, in opposition to a number of splintered Nkrumahist 

parties. This time, however, the competition was altered by the presence of the NDC, a 

party formed to secure Rawlings’ re-election. In the beginning, the NDC placed itself 

in the middle, between the two older traditions, but it soon began to take over the space 

on the left that had once belonged to the now seriously weakened Nkrumahists. In fact, 

the NDC and the Nkrumahists share a certain anti-elite stance and a focus on the poor, 

vulnerable, and socially disadvantaged as their targeted support base. In addition, the 

NDC has absorbed some Nkrumahist networks and has attempted to exploit the 

memory of Nkrumah in several ways (Amponsah, 2006, p290; Nugent, 2007, p261).  

Mensah (2009) adds that the early traditions of political parties in the 1950s aligned 

with the left/right ideological continuum as socialist and capitalist. They were also 

inadvertently aligned along the characterisation of their forbearers, Nkrumah and 

Danquah, the pacesetters in party politics in Ghana. Thus, Nkrumah and his “radical” 

Convention Peoples Party (CPP), the first to govern independent Ghana, is of the left 

whilst Danquah and the UGCC party, the first active political party to be set up, which 

later metamorphosed into the Progress Party (PP), United Party (UP), and now NPP, is 

of the right in ideological terms (Anebo, 1997). The NDC, which emerged as a third 

force after the 1992 referendum, took over the CPP’s position to a large extent as a 

social democratic party, and became the new reference point for radical politics 

(Carbone, 2003, p10). Having won two consecutive elections, one in 1992 and the other 

in 1996, the NDC became the main opposition party pushing the CPP to a distant third. 

Unfortunately for Ghana, these ideological leanings have gradually translated into other 

subliminal identifications such as tribes, religion, and other sectional divisions as the 
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nation departed further from the early years of independence. Although political parties 

and their interests are proscribed by the constitution to be formed along these lines, the 

political parties have significantly reduced the potency of the ideological cleavages to 

mobilise voters (Nugent, 2001; Ninsin, 2006). This confirms Lipset and Rokkan’s 

(1967) assertion that political parties in Africa “exhibit little ideological competition, 

and do not reflect the classical cleavages (urban/rural, church/state, labour/capital, and 

centre/periphery) that have shaped Western European party systems” (cited in Osei, 

2013, p578). 

 

2.17 Decolonisation, Public Relations and Political Communication 

This section examines the argument for decolonization and dewesternisation, as well as 

the connection to political communication and public relations in an African context. It 

explores the literature on decolonisation and attempts to examine how attempts to 

decolonise are conceptualised in the literature. It traces the link between modernity and 

coloniality and transitions into decolonisation. 

 

2.17.1 Modernity and Coloniality 

Modernity is often defined in glowing terms and with associations to concepts such as 

industrialisation, democracy, scientific reasoning, humanism, etc (Shome and Hegde, 

2002a). This disguises the ills of modernity and the harm it caused several nations 

around the world. In Decoloniality as the future of Africa, Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2015) 

notes the disruption and demonising of other cultures especially from what has been 

referred to as the global south. 
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Modernity provides what Mignolo (2000) refers to as a shine and possibility that many 

people even in the global south get enamoured with leading to the production of 

coloniality which become entangled with local histories. In his book The Darker Side 

of Modernity, Mignolo adds that: 

…the rhetoric of modernity is a rhetoric of salvation (by convenience yesterday, by 

development today), but in order to implement what the rhetoric preaches, it is necessary to 

marginalise or destroy whatever gets in the way of modernity. (2011, pp xxiv-xxv) 

 This effort to “destroy whatever gets in the way of modernity” has seen countries in 

the global south being forced to take on Euro-North American-centric culture and 

European languages according to Mazrui (1980). Indeed Wa Thiongo’ (1986) 

enumerates the carefully orchestrated efforts by colonialists to dismember the culture, 

language, and knowledge systems of entire continents in order to replace them with 

Anglo-Euro cultures and languages.  

Modernity heralded colonialism which saw the scramble for Africa and other long term 

impacts such as the unwilling incorporation of Africa into the capitalist world economic 

capitalist systems by using African labour to the economic growth of Euro-North 

American economies, the incorporation of Africa with global with north moral order 

which is mostly dominated by Christian thought, Africa incorporated into the modern 

technological age and as already mentioned the incorporation of Africa into Euro-North 

American-centric culture and European languages among others (Mazrui, 1980; cited 

in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015). 

There are however scholars who disregard the impact of colonialism on Africa and 

argue that colonialism was simply an episode in Africa’s history (see Taiwo, 2010; 

Ajayi, 1969). Taiwo (2010) for example underscores African agency in the making of 

history by arguing that if colonialism had such a deep effect on colonised nations why 
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had other nations picked themselves up from where the colonialists left them when 

African have not been able to do same. 

Mignolo however questions the idea of a ‘single and primary modernity surrounded by 

peripheral and alternative ones’ (2011, p5). Taiwo (2010) agrees with Mignolo and 

argues that Africa for example had its own form of modernity predating colonialism. 

He adds that the colonial ‘missionaries midwifed the introduction of modernity to 

Africa’ (2010, p8). 

Nonetheless, the entwining of modernity and coloniality is something that cannot be 

denied. Modernity works together with coloniality. Indeed Mignolo (2007, p466) 

emphasises how deeply intertwined modernity and coloniality are by stating that: 

‘modernity not only needed coloniality but that coloniality was and continues to be 

constitutive of modernity. There is no modernity without coloniality.’ 

Quiajono (2000) defines coloniality as the violence caused by modernity. Coloniality 

is a system that perpetuates the organisation and dissemination of epistemic, material, 

and aesthetic resources that reproduce modernity’s imperial project (Andreotti et al., 

2015). On the other hand, Maldonado-Torres (2007, p243) explains coloniality as the 

‘long-standing patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define 

culture, labour, intersubjective relations, and knowledge production well beyond 

the strict limits of colonial administrations.’ In other words, coloniality extends 

colonial-like power structures even after colonialism has ended. Grosfoguel (2007; 

p219) puts it succinctly when he argued that: 

One of the most powerful myths of the twentieth century was the notion that the elimination of 

colonial administrations amounted to the decolonization of the world. This led to the myth of a 

'postcolonial' world. The heterogeneous and multiple global structures put in place over a period 

of 450 years did not evaporate with the juridical-political decolonization of the periphery over the 

past 50 years. We continue to live under the same colonial power matrix.' With juridical-political 
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decolonization we moved from a period of global colonialism' to the current period of 'global 

coloniality.' 

The reality of Africa and other countries in the global south in the postcolonial world 

is one of ‘structural, systemic, cultural, discursive, and epistemological pattern of 

domination and exploitation’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013, p3). This has created a 

‘postcolonial neocolonized world’ (Spivak, 1990; cited in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). It 

is therefore not surprising to see an African child living in Africa who cannot speak a 

single African language or a lawyer or judge in Ghana who wears a blond wig in the 

sweltering heat. While some people may argue that an African child unable to speak an 

African language in the 21st century globalised world should not be a cause of worry or 

even be blamed on colonisation, I argue that when a people have been told for centuries 

that their culture, language and ways of knowing are barbaric, then it will take a 

deliberate re-centring of African indigenous ways of life in the postcolonial world to 

correct the harm that modernity and colonialism has inflicted on the global south. 

Africans will have to use every arsenal in their possession including its media which 

Mano and milton argue can ‘shape and direct geopolitical contestations informing 

politics, culture and knowledge’ (2021, p1) to decolonise. 

 

2.17.2 Decolonisation  

Decolonisation has been used variously to describe the end of colonial rule in 

previously colonised countries (Sondarjee and Andrews, 2023) but more recently to 

describe attempts to shed colonial ways of thinking and systems that perpetuate the 

Anglo-American/Eurocentric hegemony (wa ‘Thiongo, 1986). The decolonial turn now 

describes the call for liberation from ‘intersubjective power structures based on racial 

hierarchies in modernity, racial capitalism and epistemic violence’ (Sondarjee and 
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Andrews, 2023, p2). Ndlovu-Gatsheni on the other hand argues that decoloniality is 

aimed at liberating formerly colonized people from global coloniality but it is also a 

way of ‘thinking, knowing and doing’ (2015, p485). 

For centuries, global thought and knowledge systems have been upheld the Euro-

American knowledge systems as the gold standard, disregarding other knowledge 

systems especially from the global south. This has led scholars in these societies being 

heavily dependent on western thought and knowledge systems. 

Critiquing the fundamentalistic nature of western thought and knowledge systems, 

Grosfoguel (2007, p213) notes that in addition to perpetuating ‘class, gender, sexual, 

spiritual, linguistic, geographical, and racial hierarchies’, he argues that: 

Western philosophy and sciences are able to produce a myth about a Truthful universal knowledge 

that covers up, that is, conceals who is speaking as well as the geo-political and body-political 

epistemic location in the structures of colonial power/knowledge from which the subject speaks. 

I argue in agreement with Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2015) that such a flawed knowledge 

production system will therefore exclude other legitimate ways of knowing by 

discrediting its knowledge production systems through the construction of ‘superior 

and inferior knowledge’ and subsequently, ‘superior and inferior people’ (Grosfoguel, 

2007, p214). 

Decolonisation is conceptualised in this study as ‘epistemic freedom’ (Ndlovu-

Gatsheni, 2018). In The Dynamics of Epistemological Decolonisation in the 

21stcentury: Towards Epistemic Freedom, he contends that: 

epistemic freedom is about democratising ‘knowledge’ from its current rendition in the singular 

into its plural known as ‘knowledges.’ It is also ranged against overrepresentation of Eurocentric 

thought in knowledge, social theory, and education. Epistemic freedom is foundational in the 

broader decolonisation struggle because it enables the emergence of critical decolonial 

consciousness. (p18). 
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Epistemic freedom is necessary not only to acknowledge other forms of knowing but 

also because western and Eurocentric knowledge systems have failed to adequately 

meet the needs of the world (Andreotti et al, 2015). Santos (2014) in arguing about the 

inadequacy of global north knowledge systems avers that they are showing signs of 

exhaustion which manifest as “irrelevance, inadequacy, impotence, stagnation” (p19).  

Decolonisation in and of itself is not enough, global south scholars will need to provide 

an alternative to the Eurocentric paradigm. Like Chilisa et al (2017) argue that:  

decolonisation is followed by indigenisation, where researchers invoke indigenous knowledge 

embodied in languages, proverbs, folktales, stories, songs, music, taboos, artifacts, cultural and 

lived experiences to envision new topics, themes, indigenous-centred conceptual frameworks, 

methods, processes, and categories of analysis not easily obtainable from conventional methods. 

This study contributes to the indigenisation agenda by applying indigenous knowledge 

to public relations research and practice. 

 

2.18 African Philosophy, Afrocentricity and Afrokology   

According to Gbolonyo (2009), any research that centres indigenous knowledge and 

cultural values has philosophy at its core. Brown (2004) defines traditional African 

philosophical thought as perspectives of the people of sub-Saharan Africa before the 

infusion of Judeo-Christian and Islamic thought (157). Gyekye, on the other 

hand, defines philosophy as “essentially a rational, critical and systematic inquiry into 

the fundamental ideas underlying human thought, experience, and conduct” (1995, p4). 

He further adds that this enquiry “includes epistemological concepts and categories.”  

African knowledge systems and philosophical thought have been put on the back burner 

and marginalised in a lot of academic discussions (Mohammed, 2019; Langmia, 2018; 

Smith, 2012; wa Thiong’o, 1986). Colonialism ensured that African philosophical 
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thought and knowledge were deliberately undervalued and destroyed (wa Thiong’o, 

1986). Gyekye (1995) attributes the marginalisation and scepticism regarding African 

philosophical thought to the general belief that African philosophy historically was 

unwritten and the notion that African thought is not regarded as philosophy in the same 

way as say Chinese philosophy. I however agree with pro-African philosophers who 

believe that African philosophical thought existed in pre-literate Africa (Gbolonyo, 

2009; Gyekye, 1988; Gyekye, 1995; Gyekye, 1997; Mbiti, 1969; Mbiti, 1970; Mbiti; 

1975; Oruka; 1975, Oruka, 1978; Oruka, 1990; Wiredu, 1980; Wiredu, 1990; Wiredu, 

1996). As I have argued elsewhere in this work, the written form is not the only form 

of communication there is and the view that Africans had no written forms of 

communication pre-colonisation is erroneous. Indeed, pro-African philosophers believe 

that African philosophy is embedded in the songs, proverbs, arts, symbols, socio-

political institutions among others (Gbolonyo, 2009). Busia (1962, p11), for 

example, notes that “Akan drum language is full of riddles that conceal reflective 

thought and philosophy” (cited in Gbolonyo, 2009). 

Critics of African philosophical thought notes that, unlike other philosophical schools 

of thought, like Chinese and French philosophies, African philosophical thought is 

collective and therefore not attributed to any one person.   

Asante explains Afrocentricity as “African agency and the centrality of African 

interests, ideas, and perspectives in social, historical, behavioural, and economic 

narratives (2020, p48). 

Asante adds that the concept of Afrocentricity offers a lens through which the 

“decentredness” among dispersed Africans with the recognition that Africans in the 

diaspora have been decultured by colonisers (2013, p31). Afrocentricity also helps 

Africans to explain phenomena from their perspectives, according to Asante 
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and Mazama (2004), and to interpret concepts with the African at the centre and to 

liberate them from the “tentacles of Eurocentric epistemes” (Asante, 2020, p49). 

Mazama (2003) notes that the Afrocentric paradigm helps the African to examine 

phenomena from the African’s standpoint. This is critical in all areas of the African’s 

life but especially critical in communication and media studies because like wa 

Thiong’o (1986) notes in Decolonising the Mind, “communication is the basis and 

process of evolving culture” (1986, p14). Mano and Milton (2021) acknowledge that 

Afrokology has its roots in Afrocentrism.  

As a heuristic tool, Afrokology presents a transdisciplinary, “epistemological 

conviviality and inter-connectedness” (Nyamnjoh, 2018, p269), that helps to rethink 

and reposition African communication and media studies in a way that engages the 

perspective of the African and centres their experiences (Mano and Milton, 2021). It 

draws on past experiences of the African, as well as the outlook of the continent. For 

Mano and Milton,  

Afrokology is a mode of intellectual inquiry which, much like the concepts “cultural studies” 

and “post-colonial studies” constitute an analytical framework that allows for multiple entry 

points, nuanced explanatory concepts as well as transdisciplinary vantage points to inform the 

object of study, which is African media and communication studies in this case. (2021, p12) 

Afrokology argues that the marginalisation of African knowledge systems replicates 

the economic, social, and political side-lining of the African continent. Wa Thiong’o 

(1986) argues that this marginalisation of the African and their way of life was subtly 

and deliberately done and maintained by undervaluing the African’s culture, language 

and very essence, the colonisers set up and the colonised’s way of life to be thought of 

as inferior. Indeed, Asante (2020) discusses the domination of Pan European 

epistemologies in the Academy to the neglect of other epistemologies mostly of the 

global South.  
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As a mode of intellectual enquiry, Afrokology serves as an analytical framework that 

“allows for multiple entry points, nuanced explanatory concepts as well as 

transdisciplinary vantage points to inform the object of study, in this case, African 

media and communication studies” (Mano and Milton, 2021, p12). Afrokology thus 

provides a framework for which a nuanced exploration of political public relations in 

an African democracy can be examined. The field of communication and media studies 

itself has issues of being regarded as legitimate fields of study and must therefore allow 

for engagement in ways that are not just superficial and Afrokology allows for this. 

The call for de-westernising communication and media studies has gained momentum 

over the years and especially in the African context, Afrokology makes very useful 

suggestions for this to proceed.  Mano and Milton (2021, p23) propose “Afrokology as 

a heuristic tool that can help to resolve the theoretical impasse and bring nuance to our 

perspective on the emerging field of African media and communication.” Afrokology 

uncovers African heritage including proverbs as epistemological frameworks about 

what it means to be African and human and how communication and media studies 

influences these. 

2.19 Decolonising Communication and Media Studies  

Much of the research and knowledge production on communication and media studies 

centres on the Global North. This has resulted in calls for decolonising communication 

and media studies to reflect the pluriverse of knowledge systems that exist worldwide 

(Mano and milton, 2021; Mohammed, 2022; Mohammed 2021, Asante, 2019; 

Chakravarty et al., 2018; Langmia, 2018).   

In Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the Media, Shohat and Stam note 

that,  



79 
 

Eurocentrism sanitises Western history while patronising and even demonising the non-West; 

it thinks of itself in terms of its noblest achievements-science, progress, humanism - but of the 

non-West in terms of deficiency, real or imagined. (1994, p3) 

Shome and Hedge (2002) add that focus on Eurocentric theories in public relations, for 

example, ignores the complexities of other cultures. Mohammed (2021) notes that 

when universities develop a curriculum that pushes Pan-European views to the 

marginalisation of other knowledge systems, it creates the impression that indigenous 

knowledge systems which have been preserved for centuries by indigenous 

communities are pushed to the peripheries of knowledge production and made 

illegitimate. Many of the curricula in universities around the world and even on the 

African Continent Centre Global Northern thought (Mano and Milton, 2021; 

Mohammed, 2021; Asante, 2019; Langmia, 2018) have been influenced. This situation 

is compounded by the dearth of African scholars in communication and media studies 

who theorise from within the continent and centre indigenous African epistemologies 

(Mohammed, 2021).  

Efforts to decolonise knowledge production on the African continent to dismantle anti-

imperialist approaches to knowledge production is long overdue. Ngugi wa Thiong’o 

(1986) believes that if the African is to break free from coloniality, then elevating 

African knowledge production systems will ensure that the dissonance between what 

the African is taught, and their lived experiences is disbanded. In advocating for the 

decolonisation of knowledge to consider African knowledge systems, African scholars 

are simply reiterating the well-known but often-brushed-aside view that knowledge is 

not “one size fits all,” and that “there are other ways of viewing reality” (Asante, 2018, 

p18). There are contexts for knowledge that must not be overlooked, therefore what 

happens in one part of the world must not be used as a standard for everyone across the 
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world. Knowledge in its purest form is pluralistic and this pluriverse must be factored 

into knowledge production and dissemination.   

To counter calls for decolonising theory in media and communication studies, 

arguments have been made in public relations settings for example for a globalisation 

perspective (Anani-Bossman and Tandoh, 2023). This globalisation paradigm argues 

that public relations theory should be informed by blending global and local elements 

of theory which provides an approach “where some universally applicable principles of 

public relations are harmonised to develop communication strategies that suit local 

cultures” (Sriramesh and Vercic, 2009, p4).  

We however argue that this attempt to “glocalise” while noble in what is referred to as 

a global era, it is still aimed at imposing North American and Eurocentric theories on 

the global south since little to none of the proposed theories arise from research done 

in the global south and reinforces the knowledge production pecking order. 

Efforts at decolonising communication and media studies has seen some excellent work 

from some African academics (Mano and Milton, 2021; Mohammed, 2021; Asante, 

2019; Langmia, 2018; Nyamnjoh, 2018; Ansu-Kyeremeh, 2005; Wilson, 2008), 

and there remains more to be done to ensure that African epistemes are integrated into 

the curricula on the subject. This study contributes to the efforts to decolonise 

communication and media studies by proposing African proverbs as theory. For a 

subject such as public relations, decolonisation is imperative because even its imperial 

beginnings are shrouded in propaganda and controversy. Public relations in its current 

form contributes to the circulation of the dominant framework of imperialism and 

capitalism and the erasure of other multicultural paradigms (Dutta, 2016). We argue 

that by incorporating Afrocentric theory, such as the Maatic theory of communication 

(Asante, 2018), Public Relations can be practiced for the collective good of the society. 
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The theory fosters effective and persuasive values using principles of engagement that 

uphold human dignity. African systems of engagement and communication, such as 

Ubuntu and Maat have as their basis the dignity of every human being.   

African proverbs have often been looked on as pedagogical (Osseo-Asare, 2019; Dei et 

al., 2018; Gbolonyo, 2009; Appiah, 2006; Opoku, 1997; Kudadjie, 1996) and linguistic 

tools (Yankah, 2000, Yankah, 1989; Appiah-Amfo and Diabah, 2015; Ogede, 1993; 

Kalu, 1991; Achebe, 1958). While these are critical frames from which one can look at 

African proverbs, we argue that proverbs are one of the key frameworks/concepts from 

which the subject of decolonising communication and media studies can be looked at. 

Proverbs are witty sayings handed down from generation to generation which convey 

lessons (Yankah, 2000). They are based on observations over the years and validated 

by the acceptance of generations due to their applicability. In the current study, selected 

African proverbs that align with political public relations will be used as theories to 

explain the practice of political public relations in Ghana.  

 

2.20 Gap Addressed by the Study 

Research in political public relations is few and far in between. Although political 

public relations have been practiced for a long time, both the theoretical and 

empirical research is hard to find in public relations’ research (Strömbäck and Kiousis, 

2020). Moloney (2019) believes that even UK academic literature in sociology, 

communications, media, and political studies does not pay enough attention to public 

relations as a subject worth critical attention in its own right. The situation is even worse 

when looked at from the African perspective. Ghana is seen as a poster child in 

democratic governance in Sub-Saharan Africa, an understanding of the interplay 

between public relations and democracy in Ghana, therefore, sets the pace for 
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researchers in other African countries. This has become imperative, especially 

following Cambridge Analytica’s interference in the elections of some African 

countries (Nigeria and Kenya) and the Bell Pottinger case in South Africa. There is 

therefore an urgent need to investigate the role of PR in emerging democracies as it is 

raising new challenges and, in some cases, undermining the processes and procedures 

of democracy. The research applied African knowledge concepts to the concepts under 

study while attempting to create theories that contextualise African and particularly the 

Ghanaian practice of political public relations based on the foundation of Afrokology.  

  

 2.21 Conclusion 

This chapter reviewed literature on PR and narrowed down to PR practice in Africa and 

Ghana. The chapter shows that because it is seen as a foreign concept, PR history in 

Africa is deeply entwined in coloniality and has always been traced to the colonial era. 

The chapter also examined political PR and Ghana’s democratic journey since the 

return to civilian rule in 1992. 

The chapter concludes by touching on the concepts of Afrokology and the need to 

decolonise communication fields such as public relations to be reflective of the lived 

experiences of the African. The next chapter delves into why African ways of knowing 

needs to be accepted into the academy and centred in the teaching and practice of public 

relations and political communication. 
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Chapter Three 

Conceptual Framework 

3.0 Introduction 

This section will consider the theoretical basis of political Public Relations (PR). A 

review of the literature in the previous sessions necessitates the establishment of a 

theoretical basis for this research taking into account the linkages between the concept 

of political PR and democracy. Subject to Mano and milton’s (2021) concept of 

Afrokology, which calls for the centring of African theories based on African 

epistemology and considering the African’s lived experiences, this study will use 

African proverbs as a guiding idea and model to analyse through the data. These 

proverbs will be applied as the guiding tool for the themes that emerge in the data 

analysis. The ultimate aim of Afrokology is to centre African theories and challenge 

the supposed universal validity of Western definitions of media and communication. 

(Mano and milton, 2021, p258). 

Appiah argues that, 

The transfer of theories, be it from person to person, from situation to situation, from one period 

to another, needs to be understood fully within the context of the political and cultural 

affiliations of the theory from whence it originated, and the conditions of its creation and 

writing. (1991, pp266-267)  

In effect, theories must speak to the context in which they are being applied to. This 

section will position African proverbs as a theory that can be used to explain public 

relations’ practice in Africa, Ghana in particular. 
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3.1 The Afrokology Standpoint and Theory Building 

Knowledge production has for a long time been seen from the perspective of the Global 

North leading to the marginalisation of the knowledge produced in non-western 

contexts (Willems, 2014). Willems (ibid), further notes that knowledge production is 

“driven and constrained by particular dominant social, political, or economic interests” 

(Willems, 2014, p418). 

Media and communication provide a good entry point for discussions on marginalised 

and silenced epistemologies and ontologies. This is because media and political power 

combine to shape which voices are marginalised and the ones that are centred. Media 

and communication are therefore important for understanding the centres of power and 

need to challenge themselves in projecting theories that centre on the Global North. 

Afrokology argues that marginalising African epistemologies is akin to the economic 

and political exclusion of Africans. Again, the hegemony that the Global North theories 

hold over those of the South is not viable anymore because it leaves no room for 

decolonising Global South societies to solve their own problems. Global North theories 

and knowledge frames pose as obstacles to understanding contemporary human issues 

based on their context (Mano and Milton, 2021). 

Nyamnjoh (2018), Ansu-Kyeremeh (2005), and other African media and 

communication scholars have decried how Western-based theories shaped by colonial 

institutions and texts have systematically moulded theories of media and 

communication thereby marginalising African voices in Academia.  

Waisboard (2017) and Min (2002) add that media studies theory is dominated by an 

Anglo-American accent and call for a de-westernisation of media studies to allow for 

other voices and perspectives in the field to emerge. Mano and Milton (2021) call for a 
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questioning of how media and communication studies are researched, and this thesis 

takes on that challenge. 

Just like communication, theories must speak to the context in which they are applied 

to. The situatedness of theoretical concepts in both historical and geographical contexts 

call into question the relevance and accuracy of the ways in which media and 

communication are conceived in distinctly non-Western, post-colonial settings (De 

Valck and Teurlings, 2013, pp10–11). Thus, Afrokology aims at ensuring that 

indigenous African knowledge finds a place in African Media and Communication 

studies. Mano and Milton argue that “Afrokology is a de-colonial heuristic tool that is 

collaborative, convivial, and transdisciplinary” (2021, p19). 

Afrokology gives voice to African knowledge and academics in the media and 

communication space, which is essential to societal building and democracy.  

The section that follows will therefore look at proverbs as a theory to explain political 

Public Relations in a way that gives agency (Asante, 2007, p58) to African knowledge 

systems and to honour the interdisciplinary nature of political communication (Karam, 

2018). 

3.2 Proverbs 

Proverbs permeate cultures. They are described as being present in most cultures. 

However, a few cultures, such as the Australian Aborigines, American Indians, and the 

Bushmen of Southern Africa are known for not having proverbs (Yankah, 2000). A 

proverb is defined as “a terse and witty philosophical saying that conveys a lesson” 

(ibid, p205). 

Nabifar (2013) defines proverbs as:  
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A short, generally known sentence of the folk which contains wisdom, truth, morals, 

and traditional views in a metaphorical, fixed, and memorisable form, which are 

handed down from generation to generation and since they belong to the common 

knowledge of basically all native speakers, they are indeed very effective devices to 

communicate wisdom and knowledge about human nature and the world at large. 

(cited in Kambon and Dzahene-Quarshie, 2017, p2287) 

The Akans in Ghana define proverbs as, “Nyansa kasa a yede twa asem tenten tia ma 

badwemba te ase.” This translates as proverbs are “wise sayings used to shorten 

conversations for the wise to understand” (Dei et al., 2018). Kipuri agrees with the 

Akan definition of proverbs and adds that they provide a summary of an idea that would 

have otherwise needed a long explanation (1983, p76). Achebe (1958, p5) describes 

proverbs as, “The palm oil with which words are eaten” (cited in Nyamnjoh et al., 

2021). The Yoruba people of Nigeria consider proverbs to be the horse that can swiftly 

carry one to the discovery of ideas. To Nnolim: 

A proverb is a sentence or phrase which briefly and strikingly expresses some 

recognised truth or shrewd observation about practical life, and which has been 

preserved by oral tradition. Proverbs are generally accepted as truths ascertained 

through experience and are marked by the epigrammatic and figurative turn in 

expression. (2014, p120) 

All these definitions point to the depth of proverbs and address the manner in which 

they are used, observed and how they came about. Proverbs originate from communities 

and their people. They “contain a people’s history,” (Bhebe and Viriri, 2012). Appiah 

(2006) quotes Firth (1929, p263) on positioning that proverb origination goes through 

the following process: 

a) An individual formulates the proverb 
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b) An acceptance by the people is made at large as being appropriate to a more general 

situation. 

c) A possible modification of phraseology or meaning is provided as time passes. 

Bonsu adds that for the Akans, proverbs come about through: 

…careful observation of diverse events in their everyday lives in which the Akan sages 

coin witty sayings or proverbs to preserve such events for future use and reference. 

Farmers, hunters, palm-wine tappers, herbalists, priests, handicraft men, chiefs, and so 

on coin witty sayings or proverbs to preserve such events for future use and reference. 

(1994, p1) 

According to Okpewho (2000), African proverbs could also arise from folktales, and 

these are sometimes used to explain the proverbs. Nyamnjoh13 corroborates this and 

notes that proverbs and folktales enable the elderly in society to pass on wisdom to the 

younger generation and to teach community values and ethics. The lessons in folktales 

are therefore condensed into proverbs (Appiah, 2006). Arewa and Dundes summarised 

it thus:  

A parent may use a proverb to direct a child’s action or thought. But by using a proverb, 

the parental imperative is externalised and removed somewhat from the individual parent. 

The guilt or responsibility of directing the child is projected onto an anonymous past… [a] 

child knows that the proverb used by the scolding parent was not made up by that parent, 

rather it is a proverb from the cultural past whose voice speaks truth in traditional terms... 

[The] parent is but the instrument through which the proverb speaks to the [child]. (1964, 

p2) 

 
13 Nana Kennedy-Kwofie in conversation with Francis B. Nyamnjoh on the role of proverbs. 
https://soundcloud.com/user-291789877/a-conversation-on-proverbs, accessed on 19th January 2022. 

 

https://soundcloud.com/user-291789877/a-conversation-on-proverbs
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According to Appiah (2006), Proverbs are also created from careful observation of 

nature in its interaction with society and culture. She cites the Akan proverb: Ap)tor) 

wu a, na wohu ne tenten, to wit, “it is when the frog dies that we see its true length,” as 

an example of proverbs culled from observing nature.  

Contrary to the general belief that there is no African philosophy because it is not 

written, Gyekye (1997) believes that African traditional thought is a philosophy and 

must be regarded as such. He adds that while various Africans may have their peculiar 

philosophy, what he means by African philosophy is that there is a body of knowledge 

that is related to the African life and thought just as there is Oriental philosophy or 

European philosophy (Gyekye and Gbolonyo, 2009). Gyekye (1995) further notes that 

African religious beliefs and practices are an important basis of African philosophical 

thought. Gbolonyo believes proverbs and aphorisms can be seen as the basis of African 

intellectual and philosophical thought (2009, p187). Kwame Gyekye quotes a work by 

J. G. Christaller, a German scholar and missionary who is reported to have collected 

over three thousand Akan proverbs in 1879, as saying:  

May this collection [that is of proverbs] give a new stimulus to the diligent gathering of 

folklore and the increasing cultivation of native literature. May those Africans who are 

enjoying the benefit of Christian education make the best of this privilege but let them 

not despise the sparks of truth entrusted to and preserved by their own people and let 

them not forget that by entering into their way of thinking and by acknowledging what 

is good and expounding what is wrong they will gain the more access to the hearts and 

minds of their less favoured countrymen. (Christaller, 1995, p15) 

Rattray, a British Anthropologist in 1916 shared Christaller’s views and made these 

comments about Ghanaian proverbs: 

The few words [of the Author’s Note] the present writer has felt it duty bound to say, 

lest the reader, astonished at the words of wisdom which are to follow, refuse to credit 



89 
 

that a “savage” or “primitive” people could possibly have possessed the philosophers, 

theologians, moralists, naturalists, and even it will be seen philologists, which many of 

these proverbs prove them to have had among them. (Gyekye, 1995, p15, emphasis 

added) 

Proverbs are dynamic. They can be explained in several ways depending on the context. 

While Finnegan (1970) argues that proverbs are cultural context specific due to the 

cultural allusions in them, Assimeng-Boahene (2006) and Yankah (1989) argue that 

African proverbs are the universalised truths applicable to the human condition. 

Proverbs are thus dynamic and fluid and can be used outside the cultural context.  

3.3 Proverbs as Theory  

 Littlejohn and Foss suggest that theory “is a unified, or coherent, body of propositions 

that provide a philosophically consistent picture of a subject” (2009, p958). 

They add that theories are the way in which we make sense of facts or experiences. 

Theories conceptualise reality. Deetz (1992) adds that, “A theory is a way of seeing and 

thinking about the world. As such it is better seen as the ‘lens’ one uses in observation 

than as a ‘mirror’ of nature.” 

For Wacker, emphasis added, a theory is a systematic explanation of habits and 

patterns that have been tested and proven and helps us interpret the whys and hows of 

reality (1998, p362). Theories are key to research for these three major reasons: 

1. They provide a framework for analysis. 

2. They provide an efficient method for field development. 

3. They provide clear explanations for the pragmatic world.  

According to Kerlinger (1973), a theory is:  
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A set of inter-related constructs, definitions and propositions that give a systematic view about 

a phenomenon by specifying relations among variables with the purpose of explaining and 

predicting such phenomena. (cited in Solomon et al., 2012) 

Theories, therefore, explain diverse phenomena in a way that can easily be understood. 

Theories provide a way to make meaning of the things around us. 

Nyamnjoh et al. (2021) acknowledge proverbs as an abstracted wisdom drawn from 

human experiences. Dei et al. (2017) add that proverbs are forms of knowledge in local 

communities used to shorten long conversations to bring meaning.  

African proverbs are a phenomenological tool that explains the African way of being 

and doing. While the wording and sometimes structure may differ from culture to 

culture, the import of most African proverbs is the same. Kambon and Dzahene-

Quarshie (2017) opine that the similarities in proverbs across Africa may be due to its 

shared cultural and historical practices. This shows that occurrences happening all 

across Africa have influenced the interpretation of the life around Africans. For 

example, the Fantse proverbs, “W)se k) man k)to, w)nnse k) man kesen”, and “)man 

w)to ana w)atsenamu”, to wit “the stranger cannot be more knowledgeable about a 

community more than the indigenes no matter their level of expertise”, are explained 

to mean that indigenous people have more knowledge of their environment that experts 

may not have. Therefore, the experts must engage with local knowledge for a better 

understanding of the issues that local people deal with. Politicians cannot therefore 

produce solutions for local communities without engaging with them to find out what 

really matters to them. This is consistent with Mefalopulos’ (2008) empowered 

participation, where he recommends that outside experts work with indigenous 

communities to create solutions that are arrived at based on joint decision-making. 

African proverbs are therefore not just aphorisms but a theory that hold truth, and the 
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Global North’s disregard for oral knowledge in favour of written knowledge prevents 

other epistemologies from gaining grounds and thriving in academia. 

Littlejohn and Foss acknowledge theories as constructions created by people. The term 

“theories as constructions” mean that they can be created, and African epistemes, such 

as proverbs can be considered as theories (2011, p19). In an online interview with 

Respondent PRPC-017, he notes that proverbs show a way of thinking and has the 

ability to explain complex issues as well as human behaviour14. 

Karam (2018) calls for the decolonisation of political communication theory due to its 

multi-disciplinary nature. Citing Asante’s (2007) concept of Afrocentrism, he argues 

that political communication in Africa needs to relexicalize African knowledge, such 

as proverbs in order to centre them. Doing so decentres and recentres western values, 

cultures, and ideas to the margins (ibid., p31). African proverbs hold a lot of sway in 

ways that are different from the way the West conceptualise proverbs in general. In the 

African context, proverbs are not just aphorisms or witty sayings. Instead, they are a 

way of expressing reality. This makes proverbs indispensable in African 

communication. Nyamnjoh et al. describe proverbs in the African context as 

“condensed wisdom drawn from human experiences, provide a rich resource for 

understanding, inter alia, how African communities have, through the ages, negotiated 

and navigated questions of being and belonging” (2021, pp3-4).  

Ansu-Kyeremeh, emphasis added, has highlighted the superior effectiveness of “drama, 

storytelling, proverbs, poetry and other such indigenous forms of communication” 

(2005, p2).  

 
14 PR-PC-017, Interviewed in March 2023 
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Proverbs are universal phenomena, and though there are potentially negative messages 

embedded in proverbs, they are the embodiment of “the wisdom of many and the wit 

of one” (Cooper, 2004, p11). Cooper adds that proverbs are concise, rhythmic, and 

balanced. This study attempts to recover and recentre proverbs by explaining the nuance 

of African proverbs in political PR. We argue that African proverbs are epistemes that 

should be recognised as such. As Moyo and Mutsvairo (2018) point out, all knowledge 

sources are relevant and must be included in knowledge production and sharing. 

Mohammed (2021) also recommends using African knowledge systems to build 

theories that fit the context of Africans.  

3.3.1 Dimensions of Proverbs as a Theory 

The four dimensions provided by Littlejohn and Foss (2011) by which theories are 

weighed include the following: 

1). Philosophical assumptions  

2). Concepts  

3). Explanations 

4). Principles 

Philosophical assumptions are made up of three branches: epistemology, ontology, and 

axiology. In this case, epistemology will refer to how we know proverbs are part of us 

as Africans and how they came to be.  

Epistemology deals with how we know knowledge. Littlejohn and Foss, raise some 

questions which need to be explained in answering the epistemology question (2011, 

p30). They include the extent to which knowledge exists before experience, the 

certainty of knowledge, how knowledge arises, how knowledge is conceived (whether 
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in part or whole), and the explicitness or otherwise of knowledge. African proverbs 

have been conceived as based on the experiences of people in communities. The 

“repercussions” of the actions of individuals in the community form the basis of 

proverbs. As Yankah puts it, proverbs are “grounded upon years of experience and close 

observation of life and natural phenomena. The proverb, through metaphorical 

language, may warn, advise, or reprimand by drawing attention to the moral or ethical 

consequences of human behaviour” (2000, p205, emphasis added).  

This agrees with Wacker’s (1998) assertion on the notion that theories systematically 

explain tested habits and patterns which are proven and help us interpret the whys and 

how of reality. Asante (2018) notes that in Africa, truth resides in the proverbial wisdom 

passed on from one generation to another. He adds that based on the certainty of 

knowledge in proverbs, no one argues when proverbs are used in communication. 

Orwenjo (2009) believes that challenging the veracity of African proverbs is akin to 

challenging the wisdom of the whole community.  

For example, the Akan proverb, Abaa a wɔde bɔɔ Takyi, ɛno ara na wɔde bɔ Baah, 

loosely translated as “The rod that was used to punish Takyi is the very same one that 

will be used to strike Baah.” It explains the consequences of actions on different 

individuals given the same circumstances. This proverb could only have been crafted 

based on observation over a period of time. Jackson (2018) advances that, theories 

provide us with conceptual tools to make sense of our observation. Proverbs, we posit 

are theories. 

Regarding the question of how knowledge, and in this case African proverbs arise, we 

argue that proverbs arise out of rationalism, empiricism, and constructivism. This 

agrees with Appiah (2006) and Dei’s (2000)’s notion that there are multiple ways of 
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knowing when it comes to indigenous knowledge systems like proverbs. Proverbs, 

therefore, come from human reasoning, their perception of life around them and the 

meaning people make based on the world around them.  

 This, we believe makes African proverbs pass the epistemology dimension of theories.  

On the question of ontology, Littlejohn and Foss believe that ontology focuses on how 

humans interact (2011, p23). These interactions are underlined by the extent to which 

humans make real choices, how human behaviour is best understood whether by traits 

or states, the individuality or social experiences of people, and the extent to which 

communication is contextual. The ontological question that proverbs as  theory answer 

is the question of the nature of the reality of proverbs. This arises due to the fact that 

African proverbs have no known author(s). According to Orwenjo (2009), they are 

communally owned, and generally attributed to “the elders and ancestors” (Yankah, 

2000). Orwenjo (2009) posits that proverbs are the origins of people’s collective social, 

political, and cultural wisdom. He adds that African proverbs are the custodian of 

people’s collective wisdom, philosophy of life, experience, fears, and aspiration (ibid., 

p123). They also act as “analytic tools of thought” (Oluwole, 1997, p100).  

McQuail considers theory as “not only a system of law-like propositions but as any 

systematic set of ideas that can help make sense of a phenomenon, guide action or 

predict a consequence” (2010, p13). McQuail lists and explains the five dimensions of 

theory as a social, scientific, cultural, normative, operational, and everyday theory. 

Social theories, McQuail believes, are “systematic and objective observation of media 

and other relevant sources”, whereas cultural theories seek to show the differences 

between “cultural artefacts” (2010, p13). Normative theories, according to McQuail 

(2010), are about how the media ought to behave and are reflected in regulations, the 
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laws, and the ethical conduct of the media personnel. On the other hand, operational 

theories, according to McQuail, are “practical ideas assembled and applied by media 

practitioners in the conduct of their own media work” (2010, p14). On the other hand, 

what he calls the everyday common-sense theory deals with the knowledge the media 

audience gains from their association with and exposure to the media. We believe 

proverbs can fall under both cultural theories and everyday common-sense theories.  

Littlejohn and Foss (2011) also ask the ontological question of whether human 

experience is individual or social. In the context of proverbs, while proverbs may speak 

of an individual, they are usually used for the good of the whole community. It therefore 

takes on the nature of communal wisdom, as already stated. According to Gbolonyo 

(2009), the collective ownership of African philosophical thought and indigenous 

intellectual products such as proverbs contradicting other philosophical thoughts, such 

as Greek and Chinese philosophy, which have individual authors. Proverbs being 

owned by whole African societies simply points to the collective nature of African life. 

Hence, it is a philosophical thought. Kambon and Dzahene-Quarshie (2017) emphasises 

that African proverbs show the shared African worldview. Agyeman (2021) 

corroborates the communal nature of the African social structure and uses the Akan 

proverb, )manb)fo) na yetwa no asu. This means that the “destroyer of the state that is 

banished,” and it is to show that the lack of a community was seen as the highest form 

of punishment in ancient African society. 

The final ontological question that Littlejohn and Foss (2011) ask is the extent to which 

communication is contextual. While proverbs are largely contextual, they are also 

known to be universal in their outlook. Yankah (1989) notes that while proverbs are 

sometimes presented as though their meanings are fixed, they are actually dynamic and 

can be used to address several social, political, and cultural issues. While (Yankah, 
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ibid.), for example, examines how proverbs are used in the traditional arbitration in a 

chief’s palace, Dei et al. examined how proverbs can be used as a pedagogic, 

instructional, and communicative tool to further the objective of decolonising education 

due to what they consider as the value and salience of proverbs as epistemologies for 

contemporary times (2018, p1).  

Axiology, the final philosophical assumption, examines the place of values in the 

research process. African proverbs are value-laden because they are tools for moral 

education (Yankah, 2000). Iyamu (2021) argues that proverbs assert Africa’s unique 

traditional and cultural values. Wa Thiong'o (1986) summarises that African knowledge 

systems, such as proverbs are used to pass the society’s worldviews, values, norms, and 

expectations from one generation to another. Therefore, proverbs serve as moral 

guidelines and belief systems, while at the same time providing wisdom and advice. 

Dei et al. (2018) believes that African proverbs challenge the competitive and 

individualistic models of learning and definitions of success that neoliberal Western 

value systems propagate. By using African epistemes, such as proverbs as a theory, 

African researchers will be forced to work with the value systems that drive Africans 

rather than foisting other value systems on Africans. It will also result in rethinking the 

methodologies used to research indigenous people (Bosch, 2022; Magallanes-Blanc, 

2022)15. 

In discussing concepts, Littlejohn and Foss believe concepts refer to what theorists 

consider important (2011, p24). By observing human interactions, communication 

theorists can group concepts according to perceived patterns. The literature is replete 

 
15Presentations made during CAMRI online event on Decolonising Approaches to Users and 
Audiences in the Global South: Context, Theory and Method. Available via: 
https://camri.ac.uk/blog/articles/5297/ 
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on how African proverbs are embedded with indigenous peoples’ concepts of self, 

community, social responsibility, mutual interdependence, notions of accountability, 

and leadership among others (Dei et al., 2018; Gbolonyo, 2009; Appiah, 2006; Opoku, 

1997; Kudadjie, 1996; Yankah, 1995, Yankah, 1989; Ogede, 1993; Kalu, 1991). This 

is similar to several communication theories where concepts are grouped according to 

perceived patterns. The Gonja proverb, “ndibi damte a le kupo” literally translates to 

mean “many trees make a forest.” Dei et al. (2018), for example, speak to the need for 

a leader to receive the support of the masses to succeed. Here, the concepts of 

leadership, participation, respect, and reciprocity are at play. There are many more of 

such proverbs that speak to the African’s total concept of what life is and should look 

like. Therefore, we argue that African proverbs pass the concept dimensions of a theory 

according to Littlejohn and Foss (2011).  

In theory development, explanations, which are the next dimension of a theory, 

according to Littlejohn and Foss (ibid) identify the “why” which connects variables to 

each other based on the hypothesis. As already stated, proverbs are developed based on 

observation of life around societies. These observations help create a hypothesis that 

can be explained using proverbs. For example, the Akan proverb, “so antie enti na 

owam otu k)) ye,” to wit “stubbornness made the bird fly away,” is the causal 

explanation between wilfulness and missed opportunities. Many of such proverbs in 

African societies have both causal and practical explanations. Proverbs, therefore, pass 

the explanation dimension, according to Littlejohn and Foss (2011). 

Principles are guidelines that help in making judgements and interpreting events. The 

research study conducted by Littlejohn and Foss (2011, p26) note that in theory 

construction, principles have three parts, and they are: 
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1). To identify a situation or event 

2). To include a set of norms or values 

3). To assert a connection between actions and possible consequences  

African proverbs meet these dimensions effortlessly. At its very core, proverbs are 

regarded as principles for living. 

 

 Figure 3.1: Author's construct of dimensions of theory by Littlejohn and Foss 
(2011) 

 

Nyamnjoh (2020) believes that proverbs, like a theory, must lend themselves to be 

accepted, taken seriously, or dismissed. 
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3.4 Proverbs and Governance 

African proverbs transcend every area of the African life. This is because there is hardly 

an aspect of the African life that proverbs do not cover. Nyamnjoh (2020) calls them 

“democratic facilitators16”. Dei et al. (2018) in their book titled, African Proverbs as 

Epistemologies of Decolonisation lists several proverbs that show ways in which 

proverbs, as a form of knowledge, shape the African way of life, including leadership 

and governance. They note that misconceptions about democratic leadership in Africa 

are often fuelled by the international media portrayal of the continent in a negative light. 

This portrayal negating the strong leadership values which undergird many African 

communities. Leadership in African communities tends to be egalitarian with 

community support being key to the success of leaders.  

Dei et al. posit that “communal work, care for one another and families, mutual aid, 

honesty, and selflessness are essential for day-to-day life in many African 

communities” (2018, p236). 

They further explain the Gonja proverb, “Ndibi damte a le kupo,” translated to mean 

“many trees make a forest” as why leaders need the whole community’s support to 

flourish as leaders. 

The African by nature is communal in their outlook, and this is reflected in the 

relationships that surround them. Hofstede (2001) notes the collectivistic culture of the 

African. Wu and Baah-Boakye add that PR practitioners in Ghana consider this 

collectivist culture in order to build good interpersonal relationships with both internal 

 
16 Nana Kennedy-Kwofie in conversation with Francis B. Nyamnjoh on the role of proverbs. 
https://soundcloud.com/user-291789877/a-conversation-on-proverbs, accessed on 19th January 2022. 

https://soundcloud.com/user-291789877/a-conversation-on-proverbs
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and external publics because building a good interpersonal relationship is a key for 

business success in a collectivistic nature” (2008, p85). 

The concept of Ubuntu, for example also points to the fact that relationships matter to 

the African and needs to be incorporated into our political system for our democracy to 

thrive. The question to ask is whether this relationship-building perspective is reflected 

in the political public relations practiced by the two major political parties. Mano and 

Milton recommend that it is critical to “re-imagine media and communication studies 

and to reunite its practice and theory with philosophical roots in Africa, a concept 

termed as, Afrokology” (2021, p257). 

Wa Thiongo’ (2009, p50) argues that the isiZulu proverb most associated with “ubuntu, 

umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu” (a person is a person with other persons), should not be 

read as a mere proverb (cited in Chasi, 2021). He argues that Ubuntu is not just a 

common expression of truths shared by a community. Instead,  

…it reflexively engages with the non-viability of human existence without others and poses 

a complex antinomy; a thesis, antithesis, and synthesis to elucidate that without others a 

person cannot be a person with the vital force to achieve a meaningful life. To reduce this 

complex aphorism to a mere proverb is to deny the complexity of African moral cultures 

and to deny that for Africans who often live in the harshest of circumstances. As for all 

humans “culture is a struggle.” (Wa Thiongo’ 2009, p52) 

Ubuntu is usually offered as a supposedly unique African concept that promotes the 

communitarian idea of human inter-connectedness (Ngondo and Klyueva, 2023; Mbigi, 

1997; Kamwangamalu, 1999).  

Therefore, while Ledingham's (1998) relationship management theory can be used to 

examine political PR practices in Ghana from the Afrokological standpoint, could the 

concept of Ubuntu rather give a better context to political PR practice in Ghana? Ubuntu 
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may give a better context and understanding of political PR practices than the 

relationship management theory, which is a North American theoretical concept. This 

study will therefore use African proverbs such as ubuntu as a theory to explain political 

PR practice in Ghana. This is because we argue that while one may think Ubuntu should 

work better, practitioners may need to intentionally decolonise to engage Ubuntu as they 

ought to. 

Another Ghanaian proverb that resonates and can explain Mefalopulos’ (2008) 

participatory communication theory in governance is, “There is peace and happiness in 

unity expression.” Grant and Asimeng-Boahen note that: 

Participatory citizenship stresses active participation through collective, community-based 

action. This concept stresses that good citizens understand how government and 

communities work and take an active role in efforts to care for others. (2006, p18) 

The proverb “there is peace and happiness in unity expression” encourages 

participatory citizenship, and this can be achieved through participatory 

communication and engagement. There are several of such proverbs that can be 

used to interrogate the political PR terrain in Ghana. It, therefore, behoves political 

public relations practitioners to pursue participatory communication. The 

question, however, is whether they actually pursue participatory communication, 

and that is what this research seeks to investigate.  

3.5 Afrokology, Proverbs, and Political PR  

It is evident from the discussion above that communication and media studies can and 

must be decolonised if we are to recentre global south knowledge systems. Our 

understanding of public relations generally and political public relations, in particular, 

will be greatly enhanced if it is looked at from the angle of the African. This will help 
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avoid what Wa Thiongo’ (1986) calls “the lack of congruence between colonial 

education and the African reality” in his book, titled Decolonising the Mind. We argue 

that there are African knowledge systems, such as proverbs that can explain our 

political PR reality better. An example is a question posed by Hofstede (2011) that 

seeks to find out how political parties communicate to the collective society at the same 

time as pertains to many African cultures. The proverb, “Abusua tese kwae, wo gyena 

akyia ebom, nanso woben a na wo hu se ebiaa gyena ne dabre”, translated by Dei et 

al. (ibid) to mean “A family is like a thick forest; often dense from outside but when 

you get closer or go inside you will see that each tree is independent” (2018, p102), 

could be used to explain the need for communication professionals to communicate in 

ways that appeal to the masses but also in a way that individuals can identify with.  

Mano and Milton decry “the study of Africa without Africa” and the extent to which 

even African universities design programmes without using and exploring African 

knowledge systems and theories (2021, p1). The result of this is not only evident in the 

confusion of our students when in practice but also in African knowledge systems and 

theories that seem not to be growing. This also includes the rejection of scholarship 

from Africa unless it meets the “western standards” often presented as “global 

standards.” According to Mano and Milton (2021), these western or global knowledge 

“standards” that Afrokology argues are incomplete without global south knowledge 

systems, such as proverbs, folklore, etc. By continuing to ignore our knowledge systems 

as Africans, we are promoting other knowledge systems apart from ours and enforcing 

coloniality and perpetuating epistemic violence. Afrokology as a heuristic tool can be 

used to break this pattern and ensure that African scholars and scholarship 

opportunities, especially in media and communications, reflect the continent’s 

knowledge systems.  
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Below in Fig 3.2, we pictorially show how Afrokology as a heuristic tool can 

inform the teaching of communication and media studies, especially public 

relation

Figure 3.2: Conceptual framework.  

3.6 Conclusion 

This section justified why African proverbs can be considered as the theoretical lens 

through which political communication in Ghana should be examined. The chapter 


