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Living the grassroot story

in Lusaka

During breakfast on 22 November 1988 a hotel waiter handed me a
small envelope marked ‘Urgent’. He asked me to give it immediately
to one of the South African participants at the conference. A short
time later, at the beginning of our session, Professor Kevan Tomaselli
told the plenary assembly what was in the telegram. Irvin Mlungisi
Ngcobo, a member of the Lamontville Unity for Cultural Acitvities,
with whom Professor Tomaselli had worked very closely and who
had played a major part in the production of a video on rmine-
workers’ culture in Lamontville, had been murdered on 19 November.
We received the news in silence, deeply affected.

The day before, one of the participants had said, You can’t talk
about grassroot communication in a vacuum.’ Indeed, this Sympo-
sium, held from 20 to 26 November last year in Lusaka, Zambia,
organised by the Association of Member Episcopal Conferences in
Eastern Africa (AMECEA) and Sonolux, did not take place in a
vacuum. In this instance, brutal political reality had caught up with
us and provided clear evidence that concrete, active grassroot com-
munication is never risk-free. It is aimed at change and calls for
individuals to become personally involved and to be prepared to act.

Fr John Ndikaru told of his experience of communication within a
siall village in Kenya, where the whole village had worked together
on a communication programme to tackle social and economic
problems in their village in post independence Kenya.

The personal experiences shared in each of the many presentations
were a starting point for further reflection. The Symposium’s
practical learning method came to the fore during two important
events at the Symposium. The visit to Chipata Compound and
Kaunda Square in Lusaka offered participants the chance fo meet
people in a grassroot community, and the oneday community
theatre workshop involved all the participants in conveying their own
message through theatre.

The 42 participants (including 15 women), from 14 countries
studied not just the theory of the Symposium theme, Participation,
Communication, Transformation’, but learnt from live experience.
As a result, concrete proposals have been put forward on how to
continue this kind of communication work. A participant from each
of the seven AMECEA countries declared themselves willing to work
for the further development of a network of grassroot communi-
cators. A committee will draw up a basic paper on grassroof com-
munication.

The Symposium’s aim was to gather experiences, provide inspira-
tion and suggest practical steps for organisation. We are confident
that the work started in Lusaka will be continued. The motivation
came from the participants themselves. Ngugi wa Mirii emphasized
the task facing us: ‘I want us to see ourselves as communicators,” he
said, ‘but not just communicators waiting for the people to approach
us. We all have an accountability and we can inspire change.’ The
documentation in this special issue of ‘Group Media Journal’ may
serve o further this aim.
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