
John Lwanda PhD

Rumours, Orality, Literacy and Voice Notes:  

The Evolution Of The Malawi Public Sphere, 1961 to 2024. 



Developmental: the ‘vitality’ (the sum of the 

frequency, quality, robustness, and veracity) of 

input data into the public sphere determines 

outcomes. 



Construction of paper 

First. Definitions and Theoretical 

Underpinnings. 

Second. The Malawi Public Sphere(s). 

Third. Malawi's public spheres, 

formations, roles, 

and features at different periods. 



Included: selected printed texts, 

contemporaneous and 

archival online material, including 

voice notes (Ns) and 

radio call-in programmes. 

Fourth. Discussion, conclusion and 

suggestions



Rumour: … unverified stories 

or “propositions for belief” 

that spread from person to 

person through informal 

channels. 
Cf. Russian samizdats which were more structured and formal.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2745703


Information & event conditions: uncertainty, 

diminished trust.

Contextual: Significance/impact, 

familiarity/repetition, novelty, 

Emotional valence, compelling-ness of evidence, 

participatory potential

Systems effect: position within network, 

algorithmic or network manipulation



Rosnow: rumour results from 

combinations of uncertainty and 

anxiety. 

Personal state and personal trait 

affect rumour susceptibility 

differently.

Rosnow, R. L. (1980). Psychology of rumour 

reconsidered. Psychological Bulletin, 87(3), 578–

591. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.87.3.578

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.87.3.578
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.87.3.578
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.87.3.578


Huang (2017) study found that… 

rumours decrease citizens’ trust 

in the government and support of 

the regime…, 



Huang (2017): individuals from 

diverse socio-economic and 

political backgrounds are 

similarly susceptible to thinly 

evidenced rumours. 



Rebuttals generally reduce 

people’s belief in the 

specific content of 

rumours, but often do not 

recover political trust.

Huang, H. (2017). A War 
of (Mis)Information: 
The 



Theoretical underpinning.

Rumours & Civil Society.

(After Habermus, Lwanda) 

Orality (Phiri, KM; Mapanje, 

J. et cetera.)

Validity: Orality & digital 

media. 



Vitality: the frequency, quality, 

robustness, and veracity of 

information.

Verifiability: provable by sensory 

experience, observations, 

experiments, evaluation or 

reproducible methods. 



Development and communication.

Robustness: Reliability, resilience, 

consistency, adaptability, stability

Truth: veridicality, objective fact-

based

Fraser: ‘multiplicity’ of public 

spheres , … ‘alternative publics’…  

Lwanda’s ‘chattering classes’.



Orality

Malawi: ‘neo-colonial’ state, 

‘colonial media’. 

2025: Hegemony & 

conservatism traits persist. 

Adult literacy rate 68.1% 

(2022).



Mobile phones: 57.2% of 

adults in 2023. 

2023: 24.4% internet access

3.8% active on social media. 

From oral to ‘digital oral’. 



Local languages have safely made 

the transition to digital media. 

Formation of and factors 

differentiating Malawi Public 

Spheres

Concept and effects of self-

censorship.



Hutton noted that the dominant 

Malawi public sphere was

‘urban’ and tended to revolve 

around the theme of 

‘leadership’.



Development and Trust

Truth in the Public Sphere

The ‘CRAAP’ test: 

interrogates the Currency, 

Relevance, Authority, 

Accuracy and Purpose of 

information.



Public sphere and National 

Cohesion

Mazrui’s function of 

culture

Mkandawire’s ‘three 

major challenges’ for 

Malawi governance



‘Misinformation [false, 

inaccurate]

Disinformation [false & 

misleading info]?’

Governments desire 

domination of citizens’ minds 

& actions. 



Positives and negatives.

Developmental messages

Opinion formers



Significant public spheres at 

different 

historical and political times

The Colonial Era

Self-Government



The One-party era 1964 to 

1994

So I want you to be 

vigilant. One-party, one 

leader, 

one government, and no 

nonsense about it!



Writers and musicians

journalists censored 

themselves, … were censored, 

oral practitioners' lyrics and 

texts were usually much 

more explicit… exploiting 

aspects of traditional culture



Dr Banda and the 

ministers’ tussle for the 

Public Sphere

Chipembere’s PanAfrican 

Democratic Party’s (PDP) 

and ‘Mrs Gloria Phiri’.



The Public Sphere during 

the transition

Elite consumption and

Donors, Diesel and 

Cashgate.



Enter Voice and Video Notes

Case studies: Religion

Case Report: Political activism

Radio and Television Phone-in 

Programmes



The Unexplained Plane Crash

The influencer shines a torch

Nexus between 

phenomenology, fact and 

rumour



Conclusion and suggestions, 

and

Suggestions for improving the 

Vitality of Malawi Public 

Spheres


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27
	Slide 28
	Slide 29

