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De-colonizing Global News-flows: A Historical Perspective
Daya Kishan Thussu

School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong

ABSTRACT
The colonial roots of the global news system have received
relatively limited academic scrutiny, especially from a global
South perspective. This article discusses the colonial nature of
global news media by examining how the US–UK “news duopoly”
has deep colonial connections: the news agency Reuters was
described as “an empire within the British empire”. It then
examines the 1970s debates during the Cold War within UNESCO
for a New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO),
the demand to redress the imbalances in global media systems
and flow of news between the West and its erstwhile colonies
championed by what was then called the Third World. The article
then argues that, in the post-Cold War world of globalized
communication, a new kind of neo-colonialism in news media
emerged, as Western-owned satellite and cable networks
extended their footprints across the world, supplemented by the
digital empires of the new millennium.
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Introduction

The colonial roots of the global news system have received relatively limited academic
scrutiny, especially from a global South perspective. This article discusses the colonial
nature of global news media by examining how the US–UK “news duopoly” has deep
colonial connections: the news agency Reuters was described as “an empire within the
British empire”. It then examines the 1970s debates during the Cold War within
UNESCO for a New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO), the demand
to redress the imbalances in global media systems and flow of news between the West
and its erstwhile colonies championed by what was then called the Third World. The
article argues that, in the post-Cold War world of globalized communication, a new
kind of neo-colonialism in news media emerged, as Western-owned satellite and cable
networks extended their footprints across the world, supplemented by the digital
empires of the new millennium.

In the twenty-first century, this global communication order, shaped and structured by
the major Western powers, the article suggests, has been undergoing a transformational
change, warranting a re-evaluation of how we define global news and its production, dis-
tribution and consumption. In a globalized 24/7 media ecosystem, the one-way vertical
flow of news from the West to the Rest is being gradually replaced by multiple and
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horizontal flows, in which many non-Western countries are playing an increasingly signifi-
cant role. While the US-led Western domination of the global news media hard and soft-
ware continues, new actors, harnessing digital globalization, have emerged in the past
two decades to challenge and contest the Western hegemony in this field. This raises
questions about the implications of digital connectivity for global news flows and
broader communication agendas and, no less importantly, how these issues should be
taught at universities to contribute to the decolonization of global news and its study.
In order to understand the persistent colonial character of global news flows, it is necess-
ary first to appreciate their historical context.

The Colonial Context of Global News

Although we are living through what has been described as the “first empire-free
millennium” in history, yet “the shadows of empire” continue to shape global dis-
courses (Puri 2020). While formal colonialism may have ended decades ago, vestiges
of informal and intellectual colonialism persist and can also be discerned within the
global news and information systems, which remain dominated by a few mostly
Western nations and the organizations based there. Thus it is important to under-
stand the historical origins of the global information infrastructure in the nineteenth
century, which set the foundations and standards for a global news system (Smith
1980).

Communications Infrastructure for Global News

A crucial element of this infrastructure was the establishment and growth of the telegraph
networks in the second half of the nineteenth century, described as the “first transnational
electronic communication system, paralleling the modern internet” (Choudhury-Lahiri
2010, 2). The rapid transmission of information on a global scale, together with protocols
and coding for secrecy, made telegraph a credible communication hardware, particularly
for the business community, which saw in this new technology great opportunities for
profit and international expansion (Headrick 1981; Headrick 1991; Hugill 1999; Hochfelder
2012).

Undersea cables were the basis of successful international telegraphic communication:
between 1851 and 1868, underwater cable networks were laid down across the North
Atlantic, the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf. By the 1870s, an inter-
national communication network was beginning to emerge, dominated by Britain, which
controlled the most cables. By the end of the century, the telegraph allowed the Colonial
Office and the India Office to communicate directly with the Empire within minutes when,
previously, it had takenmonths for post to come via sea (Bonea 2016). The number of tele-
graphic transmissions in the world rapidly expanded from 29 million in 1868 to 329
million in 1900, according to the International Telecommunication Union (ITU),
founded in 1865 by the colonial powers as “the first international institution of the
modern era and the first organization for the international regulation of a technical
network” (Mattelart 1994, 9).

Telegraphic communication became a crucial feature in the control and unification of
the British Empire, as one commentator noted: for the first time in history the
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colonial metropolis acquired the means to communicate almost instantly with their remotest
colonies… The world was more deeply transformed in the nineteenth century than in any
previous millennium, and among the transformations few had results as dazzling as the
network of communication and transportation that arose to link Europe with the rest of
the world. (Headrick 1981, 129–130)

As cables were “an essential part of the new imperialism” (Headrick 1981, 163), control
over cables and sea routes became of enormous strategic importance in a period of
growing imperial rivalry (Winseck and Pike 2007; Choudhury-Lahiri 2010).

Creating a News Cabal

The international telegraph network enabled the communication of the political and
economic news and information essential to the expansion and consolidation of colonial
empires, and it is not surprising that the British Empire, as the most global of the European
empires, had the biggest influence on the development of news media across the world.
The globalization of the news agency, Reuters, for instance, paralleled the expansion of
the British Empire, prompting one scholar to call the news agency the “reluctant imperi-
alist” (Silberstein-Loeb 2014), while its official historian described Reuters functioning
during the second half of the nineteenth century, “as an institution of the British
Empire” (Read 1992, 40). From the start, Reuters made commercial and financial infor-
mation its speciality: for British and other European investors, Reuters telegrams were
essential reading for the latest news from the furthest corners of the British Empire. By
1861 these were being published from more than a hundred datelines, including the
major colonies—India, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa.

The newspaper industry played a significant role in the development of the inter-
national telegraph networks in order to exploit the rapid increase in demand for news,
especially the financial information required to conduct the colonial economy (Brennan
2015). The innovation of the news agency was the most important development in the
newspaper industry of the nineteenth century, transforming the process of news dissemi-
nation internationally. The increasing demand among business clients for commercial
information—on businesses, stocks, currencies, commodities, harvests—ensured that
news agencies grew in power and reach (Boyd-Barrett and Rantanen 1998; Nalbach 2003).

The French Havas Agency (ancestor of the global news agency Agence France Presse—
AFP) was founded in 1835, the German agency Wolff in 1849 and the British Reuters in
1851. The US agency, Associated Press (AP) was established in 1848, but only the three
European agencies began as international ones; not until the turn of the twentieth
century did an American agency move in this direction, when they expanded into Latin
America—their colonial backyard. The major European agencies were based in imperial
capitals and, as Boyd-Barrett has noted, “their expansion outside Europe was intimately
associated with the territorial colonialism of the late nineteenth century” (Boyd-Barrett
1980, 23).

The three European news agencies—Reuters, Havas, and Wolff—which were subsi-
dized by their respective governments, controlled information markets in Europe and
looked beyond the continent to expand their operations. In 1870, following an idea
first mooted by Reuters, the news agencies signed a treaty to divide up the world
news market between the three of them: this so-called Ring Combination was seen by
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many as a “cartel”, and its influence on world opinion was used by governments to suit
their own geopolitical and economic interests (Boyd-Barrett 1980; Silberstein-Loeb
2014). Given that Reuters contributed more original news to the pool—having territories
that were larger or of greater news importance and more staff and stringers dotting the
globe—it dominated the Ring Combination and consequently its influence was greatest
(Silberstein-Loeb 2014). British control of cable lines made London itself an unrivalled
centre for world news, further enhanced by Britain’s wide-ranging commercial,
financial, and imperial activities (Read 1992).

Although not owned by the government, Reuters became a stout defender of the
Empire: in 1910 Reuters started an imperial news service and, a year later, the agency
made a secret arrangement with the British Government, under which it offered to circu-
late official speeches to every corner of the Empire, in return for an annual fee from the
Colonial Office and during the First World War, the agency launched a wartime news
service by arrangement with the Foreign Office. Moreover, Reuters’ Managing Director
during the war years, George Jones, was also in charge of cable and wireless propaganda
for the British Department of Information. As one British official wrote in 1917, “At Reuters
the work done is that of an independent news agency of an objective character, with pro-
paganda secretly infused” (quoted in Read 1992, 127–128). Though this service was dis-
continued after the end of the war, Reuters entered into another agreement with the
Foreign Office, under which the agency would circulate specific messages on its inter-
national wires, to be paid for by the government. This agreement remained in force
until the Second World War.

Reuters’ domination of international information was helped by its being a member of
the cartel and it remained the world news leader between 1870 and 1914. After the First
World War, although Wolff ceased to be a world agency, the cartel continued to dominate
international news distribution. The first challenge to their monopoly came from AP when
it started supplying news to Latin America. With the international news cartel broken by
the 1930s, AP and other US agencies began to expand internationally, paralleling political
changes in Europe after the First World War (Silberstein-Loeb 2014). The weakening of the
British Empire and the ascendancy of the US forced Reuters to compete with the American
news agencies, especially AP, with which it signed, in 1942, a wartime news-sharing agree-
ment, effectively creating a new cartel for news. This UK–US media connection has sur-
vived the test of time, sharing as the two countries do, a language and culture of
critical and comprehensive journalism and was the crucial definer of global news
during the Cold War years.

Cold War and Decolonization

This colonial advantage continued to benefit the Anglo-American news providers during
the Cold War years. As decolonization gathered pace and millions of people began to
emerge from the centuries of subjugation under European colonial powers, a battle
ensued for the hearts and minds of people of what was then described as the Third
World (Parker 2016). The Soviet Union, with its own arsenal of propaganda, was keen
to exploit anti-colonial sentiments in Asia and Africa, while the US-led West was interested
in continuing to retain its control, if not directly then via hegemonic mechanisms of what
was defined as cultural and media imperialism (Schiller [1969] 1992; Boyd-Barrett 2014;
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Boyd-Barrett and Mirrlees 2019). Given the very low levels of literacy among most of the
population in former colonies, radio was seen as a crucial medium for the dissemination of
information and propaganda. That the Arab world—as the source of the world’s largest
supply of oil—was a key target for Western broadcasters demonstrated how geo-strategic
and economic interests dictated their editorial priorities. It is not surprising then that even
before the advent of the second world war the Arabic Service became the first foreign-
language section of the BBC’s Empire Service, to be followed by the Persian service in
1940 (Potter 2012).

Apart from the BBC, the new superpower, the United States, through its Voice of
America network, played a crucial role in promoting Western narratives in territories for-
merly under European colonialism. In addition, the state-sponsored but covert news
media also operated globally in this ideological battle. Following the communist revolu-
tion in China in 1949, the US priority was to stop the expansion of communism into other
parts of Asia. In 1951, the CIA funded the Manila-based Radio Free Asia, notable for its
anti-communist stridency, which was later replaced by Radio of Free Asia, which contin-
ued until 1966 (Thussu 2019). The CIA also ran Voice of the Patriotic Militiamen’s Front in
South Vietnam and two operations in Indonesia—Voice of Free Indonesia and Radio Sula-
wesi—aimed at destabilizing the regime of President Sukarno. In Angola, US and South
Africa-backed the UNITA rebels radio station—The Voice of the Resistance of the Black
Cockerel—installed under the CIA’s covert aid programme, while the US Government’s
anti-Castro propaganda was notable in such outfits as Radio Marti (started in 1983) and
TV Marti (in operation since 1990) (New York Times 1977; Taylor 2003). These are just a
few representative examples of the reach of covert propaganda operations, influencing
the way news stories were framed and narratives created.

Although many former colonies in the global South were initially receptive to the Soviet
message of freedom from colonialism, in the 1950s and 1960s the economic power of the
West and the dependency on colonial ties, coupled with the increasing influence of mod-
ernizing elites, meant that attraction for communism was waning in many parts of the con-
tinent, though in southern Africa it remained a powerful force. As major developing
countries, such as India, Indonesia, and Egypt, opted for non-alignment—a movement
founded in 1961 among developing countries, which claimed to eschew ColdWar bloc poli-
tics, joining neither Western nor Eastern alliance—a new perspective on global communi-
cation emerged and decolonization of news media was part of its ideological framing.

NWICO: First Attempts to Decolonize Global News-flows

In the 1970s, the non-aligned movement began to demand greater equality in inter-
national news and information flows. This was articulated through the demand for a
New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO), the first global attempt to
decolonize news media. Its protagonists argued that the international information
system reinforced and perpetuated inequality in development, rooted in colonial experi-
ence. This they argued had serious implications for developing countries, which were
heavily dependent on former colonial masters for both software and hardware in the
information sector and that through their control of major news networks, the Western
media tended to cover the Third World issues in an exploitative and distorted manner
(Nordenstreng 1986, 2012; Frau-Meigs et al. 2012).
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One vocal spokesman of the movement argued that there existed a “flagrant quanti-
tative imbalance between North and South created by the volume of news and infor-
mation emanating from the developed world and intended for the developing
countries and the volume of the flow in the opposite direction” (Masmoudi 1979, 172–
173). Such an order, it was argued, created “a de facto hegemony and a will to domi-
nate”—evident in the marked indifference of the media in the West, to the problems, con-
cerns and aspirations of the developing countries. Current events in the developing
countries are reported to the world via the transnational media; at the same time,
these countries are kept “informed” of what is happening abroad through the same chan-
nels. “By transmitting to developing countries only news processed by them, that is, news
which they have filtered, cut, and distorted, the transnational media impose their own
way of seeing the world upon the developing countries” (Masmoudi 1979, 172–173).

These heated debates dominated UNESCO for nearly a decade and as a result, in 1979
the International Commission for the Study of Communication Problems (popularly
known as the MacBride Commission) was set up. Its final report to UNESCO in 1980
brought information- and communication-related issues onto the global agenda for the
first time. Following the UNESCO definition of “a free flow and a wider and more balanced
dissemination of information”, the MacBride Report related freedom of the press to
freedom of expression, to the rights to communicate and receive information, rights of
reply and correction, and the civil political economic–social–cultural rights. The report
pointed out that the freedom for the “strong” and the “haves” had had undesirable con-
sequences for the “weak” and the “have nots”. It was critical of the constraints imposed by
commercialization, pressures from advertisers and concentration of media ownership and
related the growth of transnational corporations to “one way flow”, “market dominance”
and “vertical flow” (MacBride Report 1980).

While the protagonists of NWICO welcomed the report, the West criticized it on the
report’s alleged bias against private ownership of media and communication facilities. At
the 21st General Conference Session of UNESCO in 1980, a resolution for the attainment
of an NWICO was passed, thereby formally approving the report’s demands. The resolution
proposed the elimination of the imbalance and inequalities which characterize the present
situation, as well as removal of the internal and external obstacles to a free flow and wider
and better-balanced dissemination of information and ideas; respect for each people’s cul-
tural identity and for the rights of each nation to inform the world public about its interests,
its aspirations and its social and cultural values (Nordenstreng 1986).

In the ideologically charged Cold War politics, the West, led by the US, saw such
demands as fundamentally in conflict with the principle of the “free flow of information”,
labelling NWICO as a “Soviet-inspired” Third World design to control the media through
state regulation and stifle freedom of expression by imposing censorship. The end of the
Cold War and the disappearance of the “second” (communist) world, transformed global
communication and debates such as NWICO were confined to history as market forces
took centre-stage in an age of neo-liberal globalization.

A Neo-colonial Infrastructure for Global News?

The extraordinary growth of global communications via satellites in the 1990s after the
end of the Cold War can be seen as comparable to the technological leap forward
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produced by the cabling of the world in the nineteenth century and created what was
termed by one commentator as new “trade routes in the sky” (Price 1999). The World
Trade Organization-sponsored deregulation and rapid privatization of national telecom-
munications organizations accelerated the flow of information across national borders,
resulting in a flourishing global telecommunications industry led by Western commercial
international satellite and cable communications operators, offering a wider range of ser-
vices, including news (Aouragh and Chakravartty 2016). As satellites are essential for pro-
viding the cheap, dependable, and fast communication services, they are crucial for
transnational broadcasting and distribution of international newspapers and magazines
(Parks and Schwoch 2012).

Ever since the 1960s, when geostationary communications satellites first began to
provide direct telecommunications links across nations and oceans, they have played a
crucial role in the development of global communication. More geostationary satellites
were launched in the 1990s than all the other decades combined. Contributing to this vig-
orous growth were the international agreements on telecommunications of the late
1990s, especially the WTO’s Basic Agreement on Telecommunications Services, which
endorsed the US position that the distinction between “domestic” and “international” sat-
ellite systems was no longer valid in a digitally connected world and that satellite trans-
missions could cross national borders. By 2020, more than 300, mostly Western-built
geostationary commercial communications satellites, were in orbit carrying more than
4000 transponders (components that receive, amplify, and retransmit a signal).

Like the cable networks of the nineteenth century, these arteries of the global com-
munication for the digital age, too, are dominated by Western companies: the main
global satellite operators include Intelsat, the Luxembourg-based Société Européenne
des Satellites Global and Eutelsat. In addition, US defence corporations, notably Boeing,
Lockheed Martin, Northrop Grumman and Raytheon, have a significant presence in the
satellite industry: Hughes, Lockheed Martin, and Loral between them built more than
70% of the geostationary communications satellites in orbit, while a European satellite
consortium led by the French Aerospatiale built over 20% of those in orbit (Moltz
2014). In the last two decades, the expansion of undersea fibre-optic cables has
become a critical infrastructure for the flow of internet traffic, accounting for more
than 97% of all transoceanic information and telecommunications flows (Starosielski
2015). The US-based SubCom—one of the largest manufacturers of undersea cables in
the world—and the US-based Verizon, which owns and operates one of the most “expan-
sive IP backbone networks in the world” are the two major players in this arena (Chesnoy
2016).

More recently, global digital giants such as Microsoft, Google, Amazon, and Facebook
have also invested in satellite and cable infrastructure to provide internet services to the
world (Moore and Tambini 2018). In 2018 the four owned or leased more than 50% of the
world’s undersea bandwidth (Satariano 2019). According to industry data, by 2020 Google
had invested in 19 cable projects around the world, and partly or fully owned many,
including FASTER, Tanna, Unity, PLCN and Southeast Asia Japan Cable. Microsoft
owned such cables as AEConnect, Hibernia Express, and part-owned of New Cross
Pacific Cable System and MAREA, a transatlantic cable that will connect the east coast
of the US to Spain, in which Facebook too invested. Facebook (now Meta) is also part
owner of submarine cables such as Asia Pacific Gateway, Pacific Light Cable Network
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and has backed the “2Africa” cable, which when completed, will be the longest cable in
the world, stretching from Europe, around Africa, and across the Arabian Gulf.

In other communication services too—for example, mobile broadband, as well as
cloud-based services—Western pre-eminence is well documented. In an age when the
internet has become, for the majority of the world’s population, “the communication
fabric for their lives” (Castells 2009, 115), the hardware which enables global online con-
nectivity and communication platforms (as well as the control and commodification of
data) continues to be shaped by mostly Western-based organizations, leading to claims
of “platform imperialism” (Jin 2015, 11) and “digital colonization” (Couldry and Mejías
2019). The US imprint on the internet is profound, having conceived, developed and glo-
balized this global network via its formidable technological and economic prowess,
enabling Washington to create an internet infrastructure and its governance in a
manner which suits its economic and political goals. The US played a central role in creat-
ing the infrastructural architecture and underlying technical standards of the internet,
with its top universities, defence establishment and corporations setting the standards
which have been followed by the rest of the world.

This global infrastructure has enabled the circulation of news from a range of sources
and created a more open information system, and yet, despite the global expansion of
news and current affairs networks and digital online news beyond the Western world,
US/UK-based media organizations continue to be powerful players in producing and dis-
tributing much of the world’s news and current affairs output: from international news
agencies to global newspapers and news magazines to radio stations, from providers
of television news footage to 24-hour news and documentary channels, as well as
online news.

A key dependency persists, for example, in financial and economic news in a global
marketplace where speedy and regular transmission of accurate financial intelligence is
even more vital. Apart from Reuters, which remains the leading international player in
financial news and data, the US-based Dow Jones and Bloomberg are now the other
dominant players. Among the dedicated financial news television channels, the most
important is CNBC, while APTN (Associated Press Television News) and Reuters Television,
the leading international television news services in the global trade in news footage, are
part of the two of the world’s biggest wire services—AP and Thomson-Reuters (Thussu
2019).

In the category of mainstream news channels, the Atlanta-based Cable News Network
(CNN) is undoubtedly the world pioneer, exemplifying the globalization of American tele-
vision journalism and influencing news agendas across the world. BBC World is another
major influential global news provider, while BBC World Service radio is the world’s
best-known international broadcaster, whose aims include “promoting the English
language and interest” and “projecting Britain’s values” worldwide. This US–UK “news
duopoly” (Tunstall 1977) has been earned over a period and based on the ability to
provide fast and authoritative news and information in a professional format to an inter-
national audience. However, when the information pertains to news which impinges on
the West’s geopolitical or economic interests, such professionalism may be dented, and
the editorial slants can be detected. For example, this can be seen when only certain
parts of the world—where the West might have geo-political and economic interests—
are given prominence (Mody 2010). Conflicts where Western forces or allies are directly
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involved—Iraq, Libya, Syria, Afghanistan—the coverage is almost wall-to-wall. It is not just
a question of quantity, also crucially important is how issues impinging on Western geo-
political interests are framed and narratives created.

The history of such slants in reporting has been well documented in the context of
conflicts in Vietnam, Central America, Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and Syria. In the absence
of a credible alternative media system, the US position—given the reach and influence
of the Western media—often becomes the dominant position. However, in the digitized
communication universe of the twenty-first century, this domination is being challenged,
both by the growth of alternative narratives, as well as the digital disruption which has
transformed global journalism. A combination of factors—technological, economic and
cultural—has altered the global news space and the craft of journalism itself as new
players emerge to cater to a fragmented audience and provide competing and comp-
lementary narratives.

The Rise of the Rest and Reframing of Decolonization Debate

The discourse on challenging Western hegemony has received a new dynamic with the
rise of countries such as China. Based on purchasing power parity, China’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) surpassed that of the US in 2014, making it the world’s largest economy,
while in actual GDP terms, the country’s economy is second only to the US. When
China opened-up to global businesses in the late 1980s, its presence in the international
corporate world was negligible but, by 2020, China had more companies in the Fortune
Global 500 list than any other country—124—for the first time surpassing the US (Fortune
2021).

Creating information and communication networks is part of China’s ambitious “Belt
and Road Initiative” (BRI), which will become the world’s largest infrastructural interven-
tion, encompassing 900 projects (valued at about $1.3 trillion) and involving more than
100 countries. Information and communication flows are integral to the BRI projects. For
example, under its Digital Silk Road projects such Chinese companies as Huawei, Zte,
China Telecom, China Mobile and China Unicom are increasingly investing in the con-
struction and maintenance of undersea cables, especially focusing on the global
South, thus challenging the existing Western supremacy in internet infrastructure
(Xing 2019).

Among the key examples of this shift include the West Africa Cable System (WACS),
connecting South Africa to Britain via the entire West coast of Africa; and PEACE (Pakistan
and East Africa connecting Europe) cable, a submarine network that links Pakistan, South
Africa and the Mediterranean. Such developments are often framed in the Western media
reports as jeopardizing an open and free internet—with the potential for surveillance of
global data by a one-party authoritarian state where Chinese corporations often work in
close ideological and economic links with the Communist party.

China has also devised and developed its own version of the internet. By 2021, more
than one billion Chinese citizens were online, making it home to the world’s largest
number of internet users. The hardware and software of the Chinese internet are con-
trolled, unlike elsewhere, apart from the US, by the national companies or government,
challenging the US-defined “open internet” (Segal 2018). Such Chinese internet compa-
nies as search engine Baidu, e-commerce giant Alibaba and social-media company
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Tencent—the so-called BAT—have become global players as they increase their presence,
especially in the global South (China Internet Report 2021).

Although the US imprint on the global communication space—both hardware and
software—remains profound (Thussu 2019; Boyd-Barrett and Mirrlees 2019), it is also
the case that, because of a mobile, globally networked, and digitized communication
infrastructure, circulation of content from non-Western nations has increased. Despite
the continuing role of the US–UK news duopoly in the global news sphere, in the
twenty-first century new players have emerged to provide a more diverse perspective
on international affairs and thus contribute to the process of decolonization of global
news (Tunstall 2008; Thussu 2019). Such dedicated 24/7 news channels, notably Al-
Jazeera (Qatar), RT (formerly Russia Today), China Global Television Network (CGTN),
Press TV (Iran) and TRT-News (Turkey have provided content and perspectives which
go beyond the US–UK approach).

CGTN, for example, claims to promote a different kind of news agenda, pursuing,
what it terms, “constructive” rather than “critical” journalism, the hallmark of Anglo-
American journalism, while Al Jazeera—arguably the best-known non-Western inter-
national broadcaster-promises to privilege the news from the global South in its cover-
age. On its part, RT’s editorial agenda is explicitly anti-Western, reflected in its slogan
“Question More”, which effectively means questioning the narratives of the main-
stream Western media and providing a contra-narrative on major international
events such as the wars in Ukraine and in Syria. In 2013, RT became the first TV
news channel in YouTube’s history to reach one billion views. However, its coverage
of the global South remains limited. Such contra-narratives have evoked strong reac-
tions from the Western governments and the media and have even affected policy.
The US-based Atlantic Council, which produced two reports on Russian media
influence in Europe—The Kremlin’s Trojan Horses—to alert governments “across the
Atlantic to the depth and breadth of the Kremlin’s influence operations and to the
threats these activities pose to transatlantic stability and security” (Polyakova et al.
2017, 4).

In contrast, India, which was one of the most articulate voices of decolonization—also
providing intellectual heft to the NWICO debates of the 1970s—has an almost negligible
presence in the global news space. This is ironic given that the country is the world’s
largest democracy and home to the biggest “open” internet on the planet (though the
digital platforms Indians use are mostly American), with a thriving English-language
news media (there are more than 400 dedicated news channels in India, many operating
internationally but aiming at the diasporic audience). Yet, there have been increasing
debates about data localization and issues surrounding cyber sovereignty: Mukesh
Ambani, the president of India’s Reliance company—which effectively dominates the
Indian internet—has been on record to emphasize the need for keeping Indian data
within the country and warning against data “colonization”. In other parts of the global
South too, although there has been a remarkable growth in the uptake of the internet,
the capacity to shape or even affect the global news agenda remains severely restricted.
However, at a time when the world is becoming increasingly mobile, networked and digi-
tized, decolonial narratives may become more vocal about pluralizing news communi-
cation agendas and thus set the stage for a new global communication order—an
NWICO 2.0 for the digital age (Thussu 2015).
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Academia and the Decolonization of Global News

In the final part of this essay, a brief attempt is made to relate these emerging trends to
academic discourses with the aim to help decolonize the study of media and communi-
cation. Rooted as it is within an Anglo-American intellectual tradition, media studies, like
other fields broadly within the arena of the social sciences and humanities, is shaped by
what has been termed as “epistemological essentialism” (Thussu 2009). The potent legacy
of the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century British global colonialism, sup-
plemented in the post-war years by its “special relationship” with the US-led global capit-
alism—with its formidable media, cultural, corporate, military and communication
networks—has created a hegemony of the English language (Phillipson 2009). This over-
whelming domination has severely disadvantaged scholars writing in other languages
(even in more privileged other European languages). However, there is growing aware-
ness of the mainstream’s limited epistemological engagement with other cultures and
knowledge systems, especially in the context of global communication research.

With the exponential expansion of digital connectivity, especially in the large non-
Western nations such as China and India, and in an era of challenge to the dominant pri-
vileged discourse, it is an opportune time to rethink how media and communication
should be researched and taught. China is already the world’s largest user of the internet,
followed by India. Apart from being the world’s two most populous countries and large
economies, both China and India are also ’civilizational powers’, with old and distinctive
cultures and aspirations for a greater role in a multipolar world. The Asian giants also have
the world’s two largest diasporas, increasingly connected with their countries of origin
and acting as a bridge between cultures (Duara and Perry 2019). Given the scope and
scale of change in these two countries as well as in many other countries of the global
South, the green shoots of a process of decolonization of news media may be discernible.

The availability of more diverse news sources, as well as the explosion of transnational
information flows offers possibilities to widen and deepen the syllabus of media and com-
munication courses and bring the issues associated with decolonization of news media
fully into academic debates. The transformation of the global media and communication
landscape challenges the analytical frameworks of media and communication theories,
which remain deeply embedded within a Eurocentric discourse, which largely ignores
non-European modernities, philosophies and cultures. As a result, the research
agendas, publications, grants and projects, continue to be largely influenced by
Western, or more specifically, US elite universities, as well as US-based professional organ-
izations such as the International Communication Association (Wiedemann and Meyen
2016).

The continued dominance of a Western-centric epistemology creates a sense of
disquiet, especially among scholars within the global South where the need to reinvigor-
ate media and communication studies by extending it to include non-Western theories
and approaches is being voiced. Expanding and internationalizing media and communi-
cation studies, it has been suggested, is necessitated by the transformation of media and
communication, particularly in Asia (Gunaratne 2010; Wang 2011; Lee 2015).

Talk of “challenging Western centrism in international media studies” has been echoed
also in Brazil (de Albuquerque and Lycarião 2018, 2884) and in Africa with the advocacy
for the “decolonization” of media and communication studies (Nyamnjoh 2011;
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Wasserman 2018; Moyo 2020). As a relatively new field that is by its nature inter- and
trans-disciplinary, media and communication studies is well placed to draw in a range
of paradigms and approaches, from the social sciences as well as arts and humanities,
to look across disciplinary and cultural boundaries (Thussu 2009).

This is an imperative in an age of growing global connectivity as well as the globaliza-
tion of the media and of higher education. The research and teaching of news media face
new challenges as the subject of enquiry as well as opportunities for researchers to access
a wide range of material, through increasingly sophisticated, detailed and easily accessi-
ble corpus of digital scholarship. And yet this requires a radical rethinking of the tra-
ditional academic paradigms as noted by Grosfoguel:

that decolonization of knowledge would require to take seriously the epistemic perspective/
cosmologies/insights of critical thinkers from the Global South thinking from and with sub-
alternized racial/ethnic/sexual spaces and bodies. Postmodernism and Post-Structuralism
as epistemological projects are caught within the Western canon reproducing within its
domains of thought and practice a coloniality of power/knowledge. ( 2007, 212)

However, this will require a rethink of how we frame what we teach. As one recent
study cautions:

Decolonisation is, by nature, a complex concept. It needs to be carefully negotiated because
partnership with the people who have historically benefited from coloniality is oftentimes
necessary in order for it to be successful. We see the need for decolonization, but we are
also cautious about unnecessary radicalisation. (Karam and Mutsvairo 2021, 3)

One area which needs particular attention from a decolonization perspective, is devel-
opmental communication, which has remained a Western-oriented and -originated dis-
course. Such ideas as “development as freedom”, enunciated by the Nobel Laureate
Amartya Sen (Sen 1999), need to be incorporated within the development communi-
cation field, as well as the need for rethinking the political economy of development com-
munication by exploring the causes of poverty and the agency of social movements and
community communication rather than focusing on the manifestations of underdevelop-
ment articulated by Western-dominated international agencies and project-based initiat-
ives. The “South-South Development Cooperation from China and other emerging market
economies”, it has been argued, has considerably reduced extreme poverty and has the
potential “for inclusive, sustainable growth” (Lin and Wang 2017, 6). The need for “demo-
cratization in development thinking”, has been highlighted with the suggestion that
“several different paradigms could coexist, and developing countries could select from
the menu, based on their own developmental needs” (Lin and Wang 2017, 14).

Incorporating such perspectives into the syllabus of media and communication studies
courses will be intellectually challenging as well as requiring significant adjustment and
accommodation in practical terms. This could be introduced gradually and in an interdis-
ciplinary and international context. The Covid-19 pandemic and the resultant ecology of
online teaching and research culture have made it possible to have a truly global syllabus,
drawing on a range of faculty and researchers who could join “virtually” to develop new
paradigms and perspectives on how to decolonize the study of news media. For a plur-
alistic and inclusive media and communication studies, it is imperative to broaden the
remit of what we teach and how we teach, incorporating ideas and imaginations emanat-
ing from a range of cultures, in a polycentric world.
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Conclusion

This article has emphasized the need for a historical perspective to comprehend the
inequalities and injustices of international news and communication flows. To understand
the existing information and communication gaps in global hard and software, the article
has suggested, it is vitally important to keep a sense of historical continuities which
characterize the contemporary media world. In the nineteenth century, the British
Empire benefitted hugely by shaping a global communication infrastructure by connect-
ing the world through undersea cables to promote its geopolitical and economic inter-
ests. Its language became the effective lingua franca of global news media, and more
broadly of international communication and commerce, something which remains the
case in the twenty-first century.

The supplanting of British imperial power by the US after the Second World War
strengthened this Anglo-American domination of global news flows, influencing the rep-
resentations of international affairs, including the coverage of military conflicts, financial
and corporate news, and the promotion of popular and digital cultures. The article also
articulated the slow but significant changes which are contributing to the processes of
decolonization of global news flows, evident by the availability and growth of news per-
spectives emanating from major non-Western nations and how this is both challenging
and complementing global news-scape. The need to incorporate such emerging and
important trends in the media and communication syllabus is emphasized to enrich
the way media and communication is taught in an increasingly interconnected, multi-
polar world.
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