© Kamla-Raj 2015 J Communication, 6(1): 207-218 (2015)

Media Literacy, Access and Political Participation among South
African Black Youth: A Study of North-West University,
Mafikeng Campus

Babatunde Raphael Ojebuyi'* and Abiodun Salawu?

L2Department of Communication, Faculty of Human and Social Sciences, North-\West
University,(Mafikeng Campus), Private Bag X2046 Mmabatho, Mafikeng, 2735, South Africa
!Department of Communication and Language Arts, University of Ibadan, Nigeria
E-mail: !<ojebabson@gmail.com>, 2<abiodun.salawu@nwu.ac.za>

KEYWORDS Democracy. Digital Media. Media Literacy Campaigns. News Media. Political Apathy. South Africa

ABSTRACT This study explores the extent of media access and literacy of the black students of the North-West
University, Mafikeng Campus, and the impact of these factors on the students’ knowledge of and attitude towards
politics. Through questionnaires and interview guides, data was obtained from 232 respondents and 22 interviewees,
respectively. The Internet (n=211; 90.9%) is accessible to the students when they are on the university campus
while television (n= 137; 59.1%) and radio (n=53; 22.8%) are accessible outside the university. The respondents’
knowledge of South African politics gained through the news media is significantly associated with their attitude to
the nation’s politics (X? = 9.900, df = 1, p< 0.005) and their readiness to participate in South African politics (X?
= 5.889, df = 1, p< 0.005). However, respondents demonstrated political apathy, which they attributed to bad

leadership.

INTRODUCTION

There is no doubt that the mass media are
massively significant and indispensible for mod-
ern democracy to thrive, especially in the mod-
ern age when social networks have become a
important feature of daily life, where people are
able to participate online and share information
more effectively as a result of integration of con-
ventional and digital media platforms (Bastos
2014; Burkell et al. 2014). Democracy is a system
of government where all citizens believe that
ideas and opinions must be freely exchanged in
a manner that truth will eventually triumph over
falsehood, and where, through free exchange of
such ideas, areas of compromise shall be clearly
established (Parikh and Pahad 2011). It encour-
ages free participation in the state affairs by all
who are constitutionally qualified and willing to
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participate. The foregoing descriptions mean
that the sole ingredients of modern democracy
are active participation and free exchange of ideas
by the citizens; and without effective communi-
cation systems, where every citizen is connect-
ed and well informed, a democratic project is
fated to fail. As Dimitrova et al. (2014: 98) argue,
“one of the primary functions of news mediaina
democratic society is to inform its citizens,” and
this cardinal function becomes more crucial dur-
ing election campaigns when citizens need to
know more about the candidates they want to
vote for, and the political manifestoes of the var-
ious political parties. Therefore, active political
participation and engagement (Vakaoti and
Mishra-Vakaoti 2015) can only be achieved when
citizens have functional media skills and litera-
cy, and where the communication media are eas-
ily accessible to allow free interaction, political
discussion (Shim et al. 2015; You et al. 2015) and
information sharing. Various scholars (for exam-
ple, Moore 2002; Onumah 2011; Al-Kandari and
Hasan 2012; Campbell and Kwak 2012; Olorun-
nisola and Martin 2012; Khamis 2013; Dimitrova
etal. 2014), realizing the role of the mass media
in any modern democracy, have worked on the
correlation between citizens’ access to the com-
munication media and level of media literacy on
the one hand, and their level of political partici-
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pation and social engagements, on the other
hand. Van Rensburg (2012), for instance, con-
ducted a study to examine how three African
countries—South Arica, Kenya and Zambia—
used the Internet for democratic advancements.
The researcher submits that though evidence of
the integration of Internet usage in the South
African democratic project has demonstrated a
huge possibility for the nation to become a model
for other African nations; simultaneously the
ruling party, who is desperate to limit press free-
dom, always puts pressure on the traditional
media. This phenomenon has a serious implica-
tion for the political success of South Africa.
South Africa is one of the biggest democra-
cies in Africa, but with a relatively young de-
mocracy, which started with the first democrat-
ic, non-racial election in 1994 (Bosch 2013) after
the end of the apartheid regime. These facts make
her a nation whose democratic project would
always attract global attention. Like other Afri-
can countries, South Africa, since 1994, has been
confronted with a number of political and social
challenges “in engendering ‘nation-building” and
promoting democratic processes that takes root
at civil society level” (Cottle and Mugha Rai
2008: 344). Citing Heller (2009), Beall et al. (2005),
and Lieres (2005), Tsarwe (2014) observe thatin
South Africa’s post-1994 transition to multicul-
tural democracy, vast majority of the citizens
enjoy partial opportunities for political partici-
pation, their rights and freedoms are massively
devoid of fundamental principle of citizenship,
while the visibly overwhelming power of the rul-
ing African National Congress (ANC) party ef-
fectively chokes what is supposed to be a truly
free and participatory environment as guaran-
teed by the nation’s constitution. Citing anoth-
er researcher (for example, Wasserman 2010),
Tsarwe (2014: 289) further highlights the pro-
gressive dominance of privileged groups over
historically disempowered, apartheid-stricken
groups (mostly the blacks), through strategic
partnerships between elites in the post-apart-
heid era, describing South Africa’s transition to
demacracy as an “elite continuity.” One of the
fundamental consequences of the foregoing
challenges is the imperativeness of expanding
the project of media education in order to en-
hance equal access to the communication media
in a manner that would empower disadvantaged
groups, especially at the grassroots, and reverse
the trend of declining political participation. Re-

ally, the South African government seems to be
conscious of these challenges, and has conse-
quently intensified efforts on media literacy ed-
ucation and access in order to encourage civic
awareness and political participation among the
citizens (Saleh 2012).

However, the degree to which the campaign
and efforts towards enhancement of media liter-
acy education and access among the South Af-
rican citizens have generated the desired results,
especially at the grassroots level, which is al-
ways susceptible to marginalization by media
planners and professionals as the case in Nige-
ria (Moemeka 2009), requires further investiga-
tion. This paper, therefore, investigated the ex-
tent of media literacy, and media access by the
black youth in the South African sub-urban set-
tings, and the impact of these phenomena on
the youth’s knowledge of South African poli-
tics, the level of their interest in the nation’s
political affairs in general, and their readiness to
participate in South African politics. The study
was conducted among students of the North-
West University, Mafikeng Campus with specif-
ic focus on the black students. The questions
that guided these objectives are:

(1) What is the extent of media access and
literacy among the black students of
North-West University?

(2) To what extent has the level of media ac-
cess by the students influenced their
knowledge of South African politics?

(3) What is the influence of students’ knowl-
edge of South African politics on their
attitude to, and readiness to, participate
in South African Politics?

Without doubt, the youth have remained
fundamental components of the South African
social struggle and political emancipation.
Bosch (2013), for instance, explained that dur-
ing the 1970s and the 1980s, South African black
youth played significant roles in the anti-apart-
heid protest as activists usually targeted schools
and universities to recruit youth for political ac-
tion, mobilization and protest against the op-
pressive authority and anti-blacks policies. How-
ever, citing Deegan, Bosch (2013: 120) conced-
ed, “in the post-apartheid era, the status of black
youth political participation has been very dif-
ferent, with a general perception that the black
youth are generally politically apathetic and driv-
en more by consumerism than a desire for activ-
ism or citizenship”. The foregoing background
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justifies the reason for selecting the black stu-
dents of the North-West University for this
study. The population represents typical South
African black youth, who are believed to be ac-
tive media users, and have critical stakes in the
politics and democratic project of South Africa.
Mafikeng Campus of the North-West Universi-
ty is selected as the geographic focus for this
study because, in the South African demographic
composition, Mmabatho, the community where
the Mafikeng Campus of the University is locat-
ed, represents the less-urban component of the
country.

Literature Review

Media Literacy, Media Access and
Political Participation

Media literacy has become a major issue of
discourse in the contemporary society especial-
ly with growing influence of news media on
modern democracy. The concept of media litera-
cy is considered so critical that it has attracted
different definitions by different scholars. Siver-
blatt and Eliceiri (1997: 48) describe media litera-
cy as, “acritical thinking skill that enables audi-
ences to decipher the information that they re-
ceive through the channels of mass communi-
cations and empowers them to develop inde-
pendent judgments about media content”. in the
view of Sholle and Denski (1995), media literacy
must be understood as a critical, political, social
and cultural practice. The definition given by
Adams and Hamm (2001:33) seems to be more
comprehensive, and descriptive. According to
them, “media literacy may be thought of as the
ability to create personal meaning from the visu-
al and verbal symbols we take in every day from
television, advertising, film, and digital media. It
is more than inviting students to simply decode
information. They must be critical thinkers who
can understand and produce in the media cul-
ture swirling around them”.

The implication of the foregoing descriptions
of media literacy is that it has to do with compre-
hension and utilization of media messages, grat-
ification and satisfaction with how the media
operate, construct meanings, and represent so-
cial realities. That is, citizens must not only un-
derstand the media messages, they must also be
able to interpret the messages and act appropri-
ately in manners that enhance their social and
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political engagements. Both media literacy and
media access are related, as the concept of ac-
cess is also located in the skills of media literacy.
If an individual lacks the basic media literacy
skills, he may not be able to access the media
even if the media are accessible. For instance,
Lee and So (2014) citing different researcher
(Brown 1998; Lee 2010; Media Literacy Week
2010; Potter 2010) describe media literacy as a
concept that involves different skills. It is the
ability of an individual to access media contents,
understand and analyze media messages, make
critical assessment of the messages and con-
struct diverse meanings from different commu-
nication contexts. This overlapping between
media literacy and access is further highlighted
in the definition by Ofcom (2006) as cited by
Sourbati (2009: 248) that media literacy is “the
ability to access, understand and create com-
munications in a variety of contexts”. This defi-
nition suggests that media literacy is multifacet-
ed and multi-tasking. It encompasses media lit-
eracy, and media literacy in itself involves “un-
derstanding of what each platform and device is
capable of and how to use its functions...and
requires practical skills in information seeking...
and critical skills in analyzing and evaluating
information”. Media literacy and access are more
than getting meaning from the media message;
they also involve evaluating the meanings and
generating diverse interpretations of the media
messages.

As Sidekli (2013) explains, media literacy is a
curial skill that must be given to children right
from the early stage of their education as this
would enable them to interact effectively with
the news media and construct meaningful and
functional interpretations of media contents. In
contemporary society with rapid development
and diffusion of new media through digital tech-
nologies, the media literacy experience of the
youth has become diverse, swift and rich
(Thorne-Wallington 2013). As Price (2013:219)
rightly observes, “the impact of social and digi-
tal media in political discussions and activities
is often assessed in terms of either its utopian or
dystopian potential.” This means that with
speedy pervasiveness of these news media
(both, the conventional and the digital media),
the youth are believed to have access to a wide
range of media messages, both positive and neg-
ative, and the nature of the media messages to
which the youth are exposed would largely
shape their social and political orientation.
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The concept media access, especially in
terms of content creation, may be viewed from
the lenses of the two media genres—the tradi-
tional mass media (Radio, Television and Print
Media) and the social media (operating on the
Web 2.0 platforms for example, Facebook, blogs,
Twitter, Wikis, RSS). The level of the citizens’
access to the traditional media is oftentimes con-
trolled and limited as a result of various com-
plexities such as “stringent laws, monopolistic
ownership, and sometimes, the threat of brute
force” (Kaul 2012: 52), political influence, and
the need to survive stiff competitions especially
in a profit-driven economy. Government agen-
cies always censor and regulate what the state-
owned media houses give to the public, while
media organizations generally perform the gate-
keeping roles of monitoring the amount and na-
ture of the information that go to the media con-
tent (Donohew 2001; Shoemaker et al. 2001;
McKain 2005; Paul and Elder 2006). Social, polit-
ical and economic status, in most cases, deter-
mines whose voice and ideas are allowed ac-
cess to the traditional media platforms. This re-
striction has heightened the clamor for commu-
nity radio systems (Ojebode 2009; Moemeka
2009; Myers 2011; Tsarwe 2014) where the citi-
zens, especially at the grassroots, irrespective
of their social, educational, economic or politi-
cal status, will be able to be part of news cre-
ation and through this platform participate in
political and economic activities of their com-
munities and the nation at large. However, the
emergence of digital media has democratized
media access. The Internet has provided almost
unrestricted access and platforms for the citi-
zens to consume and even create media con-
tents. Youth now use their cell phones-also
termed a hybrid medium (Wei 2008: 36)-in sev-
eral ways ranging from mass communication to
entertainment (Aoki and Downes 2003; Wei
2008; Balakrishnan and Raj 2012; Velghe 2012).
In several parts of the world, especially in Arab
and Asia, there have been cases where youth
actively used the social media (for example, Twit-
ter, Facebook, and blogs) to initiate, mobilize
and sustain political struggles and participation
(Al-Kandari and Hasan 2012; Chatora 2012;
Bosch 2013).

Political participation is a multifaceted con-
cept that involves diverse activities ranging from
attending political rallies, political meetings, par-
ticipating in political debates to voting. It in-

volves the various means through which citi-
zens of a given social group articulate their po-
litical ideologies and make their contributions to
the whole political system. Therefore, when the
citizens are empowered to be exposed to the
mass media and interpret the media messages
appropriately, their level of political participa-
tion is believed to be enhanced. They would be
able to exchange information about political par-
ties and their political agenda, know more about
the political actors, and learn new political be-
haviors that would enable them to take appro-
priate decisions especially during elections. As
Trappel and Maniglio (2009: 169) explain, “mod-
ern democracy and the mass media are intrinsi-
cally related. In modern democracies the mass
media are the link between those who govern
and those who are governed”. This means that
with the mass media and especially with the
emergence of the social media and the switch to
Web 2.0 (Vesnic-Alujevic 2012), the wide gulf
that would have existed between the people and
their political representatives in modern democ-
racy has been closed or significantly reduced.

Theoretical Framework
Democratic-Participant Media Theory

This study is anchored on the Democratic-
Participant Media Theory, which prescribes the
reorganization of the media system in such a
way that citizens would have better control of,
and more access to the media. The theory calls
for a social framework that accommodates true
democratization of the media structure that is
substantially free from the conventional bureau-
cracy, commercialization and professional con-
trol. The Democratic-Participant theory consid-
ers the public media system (especially the pub-
lic broadcasting) as being extremely elitist, too
urban, too rigid in structure, highly susceptible
to the domination and manipulation of the elite,
and extremely subjected to professional dogma
at the expense of social responsibilities of the
mass media. Therefore, the theory prescribes a
new media system that gives priority to needs,
and aspirations of the mass audience, especial-
ly people at the grassroots, who have been per-
sistently marginalized by the media structure
under the elitist media system created by liber-
tarian and social responsibility principles. It calls
for decentralization and pluralism in the media
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sector where communication order would be
participatory and masses-centered instead of
being monopolistic and elitist. In essence, the
theory calls for a grassroots media system—
perhaps community radio system (Tsarwe
2014)—that allows the citizens to participate fully
in the democratic project (Folarin 1998; McQuiail
2007; Ojebode and Ojebuyi 2013).

The theory is a reaction to the public disap-
pointment with the failure of both, Libertarian
and Social Responsibility theories to deliver the
social benefit expected of them (see Folarin 1998;
Severin and Tankard (Jnr) 2001; Watson 2003;
Sambe 2005; McQuail 2007; Baran and Davis
2009). The Libertarian theory on the one hand
encourages heavy commercialization and mo-
nopolization of privately owned media house.
On the other hand, the Social Responsibility the-
ory entrenches a phenomenon of centralism and
bureaucratization of the broadcast institutions.

The focus of this study is on the relation-
ship between media literacy and access on the
one hand and citizens’ level of participation in
the democratic process of the state on the other
hand. This theory, therefore, is considered rele-
vant to this study because it supports media
access and control by mass audience through
democratization of the media system ultimately
to encourage the citizens to participate in the
state affairs.

METHODOLOGY

Two categories of data-quantitative and qual-
itative-were collected to provide answers to the
research questions raised in this study. The
study draws quantitative data through a survey
conducted among the black students of North-
West University, Mafikeng Campus, South Afri-
ca. The survey questionnaire was administered
to 232 students between 15 and 30 years. The
sample was selected through stratified and con-
venience sampling techniques. Stratified sam-
pling was used in order to ensure that every
faculty in the University was represented in the
sample. One hundred and eighteen (50.9%) of
the respondents were male, while 114 (49.1%)
were female. Majority (85.8%) of the respondents
was aged between 19 and 25. The qualitative
data was collected through structured interviews
conducted with 22 students of the University.
The interviewees were selected through a con-
venience sampling technique. The qualitative
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data was used to complement the discussion of
the phenomenon under investigation. Only in-
dividuals, who were black students of the Uni-
versity, and were citizens of South Africa, were
selected for the study because these two fac-
tors constituted core variables of the study. The
researchers did not employ the knowledge or
attitude rating scale; students’ level of knowl-
edge of, and attitude to, South African politics
are respondent-rated. This may constitute a lim-
itation to the study; yet, findings of the study
have significant implications for South African
democratic project and youth involvement.

FINDINGS

Findings in this study are structured along
the three research questions constructed for the
study. The findings are presented as follows:

Research Question 1: What is the extent of
media access and literacy among the black stu-
dents of North-West University?

The objectives of this research question are
to establish the respondents’ patterns of media
access and the extent to which the respondents
have access to the news media, and to investi-
gate respondents’ level of media literacy. Find-
ings as presented in Tables 1, 2 and 3 take care
of these objectives.

Table 1 shows that social media (which are
Internet-based operating on the Web 2.0 plat-
forms for example, Facebook, blogs, Twitter,
Wikis, RSS) is the most accessible media type to
the students (n=211; 90.9%) when they are on
the University campus. This is followed by ra-
dio (n=13; 5.6%), while television (n=6; 2.6%) is
the least accessible news media on the Univer-
sity campus.

As shown in Table 1, the most accessible
news media to the students when they are out-
side the University campus is television (n=137;
59.1%), while radio is the next accessible news
media (n=53; 22.8%). The print media (newspa-
per/magazine) is the least accessible news me-
dia to the students whenever they are out of the
University campus.

Table 2 presents respondents’ extent of ac-
cess to news media (conventional and digital
media). Fifty-three (22.8%) of the respondents
described their level access to the conventional
media as being excellent, while 124 (53.4%) said
their level of access to the digital media is excel-
lent. On the other hand, 142 (61.2%) respondents
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Table 1: Respondents’ pattern of access to news media

Pattern of Media Access while on News media Frequency Percentage
the University Campus
Radio 13 5.6
Television 6 2.6
Newspaper/ Magazine 2 0.9
Digital Media (Internet-based media) 211 90.9
Total 232 100.0
Pattern of Media Access while Radio 53 22.8
not on the University Campus Television 137 59.1
Newspaper/ Magazine 9 3.9
Digital Media (Internet-based media) 29 12.5
No Response 4 1.7
Total 232 100.0
Table 2: Respondents’ extent of access to news media
Media type Response Frequency Percent
Conventional Media (Radio, Television, Newspaper/Magazine) Excellent 53 22.8
Good 142 61.2
Average 34 14.7
Poor 3 1.3
Total 232 100.0
Social Media (Twitter, Facebook, Blogs, etc.) Excellent 124 53.4
Good 84 36.2
Average 21 9.1
Poor 3 1.3
Total 232 100.0

described their level of access to the old media
as being good, while 84 (36.2%) respondents
claimed that their level access to the digital me-
dia was good. On the whole, the respondents’
access to the old media at the above average
level is eighty four percent, while their access to
the digital media at above average level is 89.6
percent.

In order to test the respondents’ level of
media literacy, the researchers constructed two
propositions and asked the respondents to de-
termine whether each of the statements is true
or false. Table 3 shows these propositions and
responses given by the respondents.

Table 3: Respondents’ level of media literacy

As shown in Table 3, only 75 (32.3%) respon-
dents considered to be true the proposition that
the government-owned media, rather than the
private media, are likely to give a more accurate,
credible, fair and independent report on corrupt
practices by government officials. On the other
hand, majority of the respondents (h=157; 67.7%)
were able to detect that the statement is not true.

Table 3 further shows that majority of the
respondents have high media literacy as over-
whelming majority of the respondents (n=201;
86.6%) submitted that propaganda (half truth) is
a common feature of political contents of mass

Proposition Response Frequency Percent
(1) When it comes to reporting corrupt practices and other True 75 32.3
vices by government officials, audience are likely to get a False 157 67.7
more accurate, credible fair and independent version of Total 232 100.0
the story from government-owned media organizations
rather than from the private media.
(2) Propaganda (half-truth) is a common feature of political True 201 86.6
contents of mass media. False 30 12.9
No Response 1 4
Total 232 100.0
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media. Only 30 (12.9%) of the respondents did
not consider the statement to be true.

Research Question 2: To what extent has the
level of media access by the students influenced
their knowledge of South African politics?

The core objective here is to seek the re-
spondents’ opinions as to how much knowledge
of South African politics they have gained
through the news media. Table 4 presents the
finding.

Table 4: Extent to which students’ level of access
to the news media has influenced their knowledge
of South African politics

Response Frequency Percentage
To a great extent 176 75.9
To a low extent 50 21.6
To no extent 5 2.2
No response 1.4
Total 232 100.0

Access to the news media has apparently
enhanced the respondents’ knowledge of South
African politics as findings show in Table 4. One
hundred and seventy-six of the respondents
(75.9%) claimed that their level of access to the
news media improved, to a large extent, their
knowledge of South African politics. Only 50
(21.6%) of the respondents indicated that their
access to news media had little influence on their
knowledge of South African politics while just
five (2.2%) of the respondents believed that their
access to social media did not really contribute
to their knowledge of South African politics.

Research Question 3: What is the influence
of students’ knowledge of South African poli-
tics on their attitude to, and readiness to, par-
ticipate in South African Politics?

In order to answer the research ques-
tion 3, the researchers constructed two null
hypotheses:

Null Hypothesis 1: Knowledge of South Af-
rican politics gained by students through the
news media has no significant relationship with
their attitude to South African politics.

Null Hypothesis 2: Knowledge of South Af-
rican politics gained by students through the
news media has no significant relationship with
their readiness to participate in South African
politics.

The aim here is to establish how the knowl-
edge of South African politics that the respon-

213

dents gained through the news media has influ-
enced their attitudes towards political affairs of
South Africa, and their readiness to participate
in the nation’s politics. Findings are presented
in Tables 5, 6, 7 and 8. Besides, qualitative data
from the structured interviews are used to probe
the reasons for students’ attitudes to the politi-
cal affairs of the country.

Findings as presented in Table 5 show that
the respondents’ attitude to South African poli-
tics is generally negative. Most of the respon-
dents (n=186; 80.2%) expressed a negative atti-
tude to their country’s politics, while only 46
(19.8%) indicated a positive attitude to the na-
tion’s political affairs.

Table 5: Respondents’ attitudes to South African
politics

Response Frequency Percentage
Positive 46 19.8
Negative 186 80.2
Total 232 100.0

In order to determine the reasons for the neg-
ative attitude of the respondents, the research-
ers used the qualitative data from the structured
interviews. Almost all of the interviewees ex-
pressed negative attitudes to South African pol-
itics, while consensus among them is that South
African politics is replete with corruption, and
the leaders are politically inept and grossly self-
ish. For instance, one interviewee (Tebogo, a
Master’s student in the Department of Manage-
ment and Public Administration) submitted, ““pol-
itics in South Africa is not benefitting the mass-
es. The politicians are selfish and only they
benefit from the politics”. Another interviewee
(Segametsi, a 400-level student of Agricultural
Economics and Extension) reacted sharply and
summed his thoughts thus, “My attitude is neg-
ative. Our South African politics is corrupt; it
lacks ethics and morals™. Tihobetsare, a sec-
ond-year student in the Faculty of Commerce
and Administration, sounded worried and omi-
nous in his reaction: “What is currently hap-
pening at the Parliament makes me worry about
our economy because investors might terminate
on going contract or projects... Our political
leaders pursue personal interest instead of serv-
ing the people”, he said.

As shown in Table 6, only one of every five
respondents (17.2%) was ready to participate in
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South African politics. This is an indication of a
high level of political apathy among the respon-
dents. In order to establish the relationship be-
tween respondents’ knowledge of South Afri-
can politics and their attitude to, and readiness
to take part in the political activities of their coun-
try, the researchers employed cross-tabulations
and chi-square tests as presented in Tables 7
and 8.

Table 6: Respondents’ readiness to participate in
South African politics

Ready Frequency Percentage
Yes 40 17.2
No 192 82.8
Total 232 100.0

As shown in the cross-tabulation (Table 7),
the respondents’ knowledge of South African
politics gained through the news media is sig-
nificantly associated with their attitude to the
nation’s politics (y* = 9.900, df = 1, p< 0.005).
The researchers, therefore, reject the null hy-
pothesis 1 and conclude that the respondents’
knowledge of South African politics through the
news media and their attitudes to South African
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politics are significantly related. Respondents
who claimed to have good (above average)
knowledge expressed more positive attitudes
compared to those who confessed to have poor
(below average) knowledge (26.1% versus
11.2%). However, the respondents’ level of pos-
itive attitude to South African politics is gener-
ally low (19.8%) compared to the level of nega-
tive attitude (80.2%).

The cross-tabulation (Table 8) shows that
respondents’ knowledge of South African poli-
tics gained through the news media is signifi-
cantly associated with their readiness to partic-
ipate in South African politics (y*=5.889, df = 1,
p< 0.005). The implication here is that the Null
Hypothesis 2 is invalid. Respondents with good
(above average) knowledge demonstrated higher
readiness (22.4%) to participate in South Afri-
can politics compared with the level of readi-
ness (10.2%) of those with poor (below aver-
age) knowledge. However, respondents’ level
of readiness to participate in South African pol-
itics is generally low (17.2%) compared to their
level of unwillingness (82.8%) to participate in
the nation’s politics.

Table 7: Relationship between respondents’ knowledge of South African politics through the news
media and respondents’ attitude to the nation’s political affairs

Knowledge Respondents’ attitude to South African politics Total
Positive Negative

Above Average Count 35 99 134
% within knowledge 26.1 73.9 100.0

Below Average Count 11 87 98
% within knowledge 11.2 88.8 100.0

Total Count 46 186 232
% within knowledge 19.8 80.2 100

2% =9.900, df = 1, p< 0.005

Table 8: Relationship between respondents’ knowledge of South African politics through the news
media and respondents’ readiness to participate in South African Politics

Knowledge Respondents’ attitude to South African politics Total
Positive Negative

Above Average Count 30 104 134
% within knowledge 22.4 77.6 100.0

Below Average Count 10 88 98
% within knowledge 10.2 89.8 100.0

Total Count 40 192 232
% within knowledge 17.2 82.8 100.

% = 5.889, df = 1, p< 0.005
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DISCUSSION

Level of media access by the students of the
North-West University, Mafikeng campus is
high. As the finding shows, respondents’ ac-
cess to the old media at the above average level
is eighty-four percent, while their access to the
digital media at above average level is 89.6 per-
cent. This indicates that the extent of access to
news media by the students is impressive. How-
ever, the patterns of access to news media vary
according to location. While the students are
on the university campus, the media type they
claimed to be most accessible to them is the dig-
ital media—Facebook, Twitter, and blogs that
are Internet-based (n=211; 90.9%). But whenev-
er they are outside the university campus, the
most accessible news media is television (n=
137; 59.1%), followed by radio (n=53; 22.8%),
while their access to the print media and the
digital media is extremely low (3.9% and 12.5%,
respectively). This implies that the location
where the students find themselves determines
the type of news media accessible to them, and
this may also have implications for their level of
political awareness and participation.

Empirical findings (Al-Kandari and Hasan
2012; Chatora 2012; Bosch 2013) have shown
that in several parts of the world, especially in
Asian and Arab nations, youth have actively
deployed the social media to initiate, mobilize
and sustain political agitation and participation,
while they have also used their cell phones to
create, disseminate or consume diverse media
contents ranging from politics to entertainment
(Wei 2008). If youth have access to the digital
media both within and outside the school envi-
ronment, this would increase their knowledge of
political affairs and other national issues, which
they are not likely to have if they solely rely on
the conventional media, especially those owned
and controlled by the political elite, who decide
what issues constitute the media content and
perpetuate the phenomenon of “elite continuity’
that has characterized the South Africa’s post-
1994 transition to multicultural democracy (Tsar-
we 2014: 289). As articulated in the tenets of
Democratic-Participant Media Theory (for exam-
ple, Folarin 1998; Severin and Tankard (Jnr) 2001;
Watson 2003; Sambe 2005; McQuail 2007), the
media system must be reorganized and democ-
ratized in such a manner that citizens, including
the most disadvantaged groups especially those
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at the grassroots (Ojebode 2009; Moemeka 2009;
Myers 2011), would have better access to the
news media, be empowered to contribute to me-
dia contents, and be free from the conventional
whims of bureaucracy, monopolistic ownership
(Kaul 2012) and excessive professional control.
Free access to the digital media both within and
outside the university setting would encourage
and empower the youth to contribute to the dem-
ocratic project of South Africa.

Furthermore, this study has established that
majority of the respondents have high level of
media literacy and good knowledge of the media
system in the South African society. When
asked to determine the veracity of two state-
ments about media system, majority (n=157;
67.7%) of the respondents agreed that the prop-
osition that the government-owned media, rath-
er than the private media, are likely to give a
more accurate, credible, fair and independent
report on corrupt practices by government offi-
cials is false. At the same time, an overwhelming
majority of the respondents (n= 201; 86.6%)
agreed to the view that propaganda (half-truth)
is a common feature of political contents of mass
media. As described by Siverblatt and Eliceiri
(1997: 48), media literacy is “a critical thinking
skill that enables audiences to decipher the in-
formation that they receive through the chan-
nels of mass communications and empowers
them to develop independent judgments about
media content’. The implication of this finding,
therefore, is that with this impressive level me-
dia literacy displayed by the students, they are
believed to have the capability, not only to read,
but also to decipher and interpret diverse media
contents, take informed political decisions, and
effectively engage in political discourse and di-
verse social activities.

Access to news media has a positive impact
on the respondents’ knowledge of South Afri-
can politics. As evident from the findings, 176
(75.9%) of the respondents claimed that their
level of access to the news media improved, to a
large extent, their knowledge of South African
politics. Besides, the respondents’ knowledge
of South African politics gained through the
news media is significantly associated with their
attitude to the nation’s politics (y*> =9.900, df =
1, p< 0.005) and their readiness to participate in
South African politics (y*> = 5.889, df = 1, p<
0.005). On the one hand, respondents who
claimed to have good (above average) knowl-
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edge demonstrated more positive attitudes
(26.1%) compared with those who confessed to
have poor (below average) knowledge (11.2%).
On the other hand, respondents with good
(above average) knowledge demonstrated higher
readiness (22.4%) to participate in South Afri-
can politics compared with the level of readi-
ness (10.2%) of those with poor (below aver-
age) knowledge. However, generally, respon-
dents’ attitude to South African politics, and their
readiness to engage in South African democrat-
ic project are discouragingly negative (80.2%)
and extremely low (17.2%) respectively, com-
pared to the levels of their positive attitude
(19.8%) and their unwillingness to take part in
politics (82.8%).

As submitted by the interviewees, the major
reasons for the students’ negative attitude and
unwillingness to participate in South African
politics are, (1) pervasive corruption in gover-
nance, (2) sheer greed, and (3) poor leadership.
One interviewee, Olebogeng, a Master’s student
in the Department of Economics explains the rea-
sons for the pervasive negative attitude among
the students as follows:

“First is the corruption that has been go-
ing on unabated in the government. Second is
mismanagement, inefficient, and ineffective use
of public funds. With these reasons, one is ex-
pected to lose interest in politics and have a
negative attitude to the entire political system
of South Africa.”

Tshepiso, a 300-level Law student, sums up
the problems thus:

“South African politics promotes corrup-
tion and an ugly picture that tells you that one
does not need to acquire education to be suc-
cessful in the South African society. What one
needs is to become a politician. There is a lack
of quality leadership and the politicians’ sole
ambition is to promote their own interests at
the expense of the society which they lead.”

The foregoing findings support outcomes of
recent some studies by, for example, Shim et al.
(2015), You et al. (2015), and VVakaota and Mishra-
Vakaota (2015). Access to news media, especial-
ly the social media, empowers citizens to en-
gage in political discussions and increase their
knowledge about politics. News media have the
power to educate citizens and increase their
knowledge on core national issues such as pol-
itics. However, there is a limit to the extent this
knowledge through the media can drive the cit-

izens to take action or lead to development of
positive attitude especially if there are other con-
tending critical issues such as corruption and
bad leadership as identified by the interviewees.
The foregoing finding partly agrees and dis-
agrees with the submission of Deegan cited
Bosch (2013: 120) that “in the post-apartheid era,
the black youth are generally politically apathet-
ic and driven more by consumerism than a de-
sire for activism or citizenship”. This study has
established that current set of black youth has
demonstrated to be politically apathetic, but si-
multaneously seems to be politically conscious
and apparently critical of the failing political sys-
tem instead of being ignorant and driven by mere
‘consumerism’. The findings of this study, how-
ever, corroborate the submission of Van Rens-
burg (2012) in a study conducted to examine
how South Africa, Kenya and Zambia employed
the Internet to enhance their national democrat-
ic projects. In specific reference to South Africa,
the researcher concludes that despite evidence
of the possibility for South Africa to become a
model for other African nations in the integra-
tion of Internet usage in the nation’s democratic
advancement, there was still palpable skepticism
among the citizens as a result of sundry social
vices and the ruling party’s restless intent to
limit press freedom. Similarly, as evident in this
current study, despite evidence that youth are
getting more knowledge of South African poli-
tics through access to the news media, their at-
titudes to politics have remained negative, and
they may remain perpetually disinterested in the
democratic project of South Africa as long as
the problems of corruption, greed, and bad lead-
ership persist in the country.

CONCLUSION

There is no doubt that the mass media plays
significant roles in the success of a nation’s de-
mocracy. The extent to which the media system
is vibrant and the degree of media literacy and
access by the citizens have cumulative effects
on the success or failure of a democracy. South
Africa, like other African nations with challeng-
es of media access and political participation
has invested substantial resources in media lit-
eracy education in order to encourage and en-
hance the citizens’ participation in the demo-
cratic project of the country. As established by
this study, the investment could not be de-
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scribed as a waste of resources because respon-
dents claimed to have good access to news me-
dia and they demonstrated an impressive level
of media literacy. Besides, the youth claimed to
have gained good knowledge of South African
politics through their exposure to the news me-
dia. However, the respondents demonstrated a
high level of political apathy, which they attrib-
uted to bad leadership and corruption among
the political leaders of South Africa.

RECOMMENDATIONS

As evident in the findings, the patterns of
access to the media vary according to locations,
while the students expressed high level of apa-
thy to the nation’s political affairs. These find-
ings have serious implications for the success
of democratic project of South Africa. One, un-
less concerted efforts are made by the govern-
ment to ensure that the youth have access to
the social media and digital media generally es-
pecially beyond the University setting, their
knowledge of South African politics may wane
as they leave the University environment where
they have free access to the Internet that pro-
vides the platform for the diverse digital media.
Two, mere access to the news media may not be
enough to encourage political participation by
the youth. Until the problems of corruption,
greed and bad leadership-as identified in this
study-are squarely addressed, the negative atti-
tudes of the youth toward South African poli-
tics would continue to worsen. It is, therefore,
recommended that the South African govern-
ment show more commitment to media literacy
campaign and give more attention to develop-
ment of the media system, especially the digital
media. Besides, the youth should be empow-
ered to have more access to the news media so
that their level of participation in the democratic
project of the nation would increase. The con-
ventional news media in South Africa should be
free from state influence and give priority to the
campaign against corruption and bad leadership,
which the youth have identified as the major
factors responsible for their apathy towards
politics.

LIMITATIONS

As already acknowledged, the students’ level
of knowledge of, and attitude to South African
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politics are respondent-rated. Besides, the data
for this study was based on a survey of one
University in South Africa. These factors may
limit the extent to which findings of this study
could be generalized. Nonetheless, findings of
this study have significant implications for South
African politics and political participation by the
youth. The study could also serve as a guide for
a study of wider scale that uses attitude and
knowledge rating scales.
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