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Abstract. The case study presented in this paper can be argued to embody the 
representation of two dominant discourses that frame the persistent problem of 
lack of African research visibility in global knowledge systems.  The first pro-
ceeds from a deficit perspective, suggesting endemic dysfunctions within in-
country research systems, while the second recognizes potential systemic injus-
tices, which are deemed to create unequal opportunities for knowledge produc-
tion and dissemination for African scholars. Four selected interventions from the 
case study are analyzed using a social justice framework, developed in the paper, 
that synthesizes these two critical perspectives.  It was found that all but one of 
the interventions emanate from a country deficit discourse and that the actions 
taken tend mainly to ameliorate, not challenge this perspective.  The paper con-
cludes by demonstrating through the social justice lens why the African research 
visibility issue continues to persist and hints that counter narratives initiated by 
the case study could offer an alternative outcome. 
 

Keywords: Research Infrastructures, Social Justice, African Scholarship, Open 
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1 Introduction 

The lack of accessibility to, and visibility of, African research and scholarship has long 
been recognized as an issue both by scholars from the global North and from Africa [1–
3].  The reasons for this vary depending on the source of the claims.  For example, from 
a scholarly communications perspective, it may be presented as a problem of lack of 
discoverability in mainstream scholarly publication databases such as Scopus and Web 
of Science which tend to be dominated by outputs from the global North [4].  From an 
economic development perspective, it may also be seen as emanating from a lack of 
resources and infrastructure to support a research ecosystem in-country, thus leading to 
a paucity of research outputs [5].  This paper will identify two dominant discourses that 
appear to underlie assumptions as to the causes of the lack of accessibility and visibility 
of African research outputs.  The first will be referred to as a country deficit discourse, 
a term which was first introduced concerning research done on open science in Rwanda 
[6] and which will be further developed as a conceptual perspective in this paper.  The 
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second will be referred to as a systemic injustice discourse which includes critical and 
decolonial perspectives on the issue [7]. 

Positioning these perspectives as discourses [8] is helpful in understanding why this 
situation continues to persist even after many years of highlighting it as an issue and 
also after various research programs and projects have attempted to address it [5].  The 
case study presented in this paper is one such effort based on the tenets of open science 
[9].  In so doing, this paper follows Escobar’s [10] assertions that practices associated 
with international development have been produced as an outcome of dominant dis-
courses which portray regions of the world as “underdeveloped” and therefore encour-
age actions geared towards reversing this situation.  Such actions, however, may have 
the pernicious consequences of maintaining powerful hegemonies which themselves 
paradoxically sustain the same conditions of which these dominant discourses speak.  
Escobar introduces the notion of “counter discourses” which challenge these dominant 
perceptions of development and offer more positive views of a country’s development 
situation.   

The paper also adopts a perspective on social justice which frames it as “parity of 
participation” [11–14]. In these terms, the Open Science movement, with its emphasis 
on the democratization of knowledge, promises equity and parity for African scholar-
ship and a pathway to build systems of social justice through increasing inclusivity and 
equity in the availability and opportunity for knowledge production and dissemination 
through open publishing platforms [15] and enriching local research environments [16, 
17].  Actual research into how open science does influence these local research envi-
ronments, however, is scarce [18], raising questions of how this potential can be mate-
rialized.  This paper will argue that, from Fraser’s social justice perspective [11], ac-
tions taken to increase accessibility and visibility of African scholarship through open 
science initiatives can take either an affirmative or transformative approach.  The for-
mer would be more likely to sustain prevailing discursive practices while the latter may 
introduce counter narratives to the prevailing discourse [14]. 

The overarching research questions for this paper are: How can the persistent lack 
of accessibility to and visibility of African scholarship be addressed by open science 
initiatives in a socially just way?  What practical outcomes can be envisaged by the 
consequent approaches adopted?  The paper reports on interventions from a seven-year 
action research initiative called LIBSENSE [19] currently being undertaken across Af-
rica that is based on open science principles and imaginaries.  The interventions are 
analyzed using a social justice framework.  Further analysis is undertaken to determine 
whether and how prevailing discourses within this research program are being sustained 
or challenged by the interventions being undertaken.  The paper concludes with obser-
vations on these findings. 

2 Literature Review 

Given the complexity of the meaning of the term ‘discourse’ [8], it is not possible to 
provide a universal or all-encompassing definition in this paper. Rather, the logic of 
using the term and the manner in which it is being adopted will be described.  This 
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paper is influenced by Escobar’s writings on development discourse [10] and the con-
cept of deficit discourses as outlined in [20–22].  Escobar aligns his work with the Fou-
cauldian notion of discourse and takes a poststructuralist perspective on the relationship 
between discourse and practice, which are seen to be intertwined and mutually rein-
forcing and bound up with knowledge production and power relations [10].  According 
to Escobar: “Foucault’s work on the dynamics of discourse and power in the represen-
tation of social reality, in particular, has been instrumental in unveiling the mecha-

nisms by which a certain order of discourse produces permissible modes of being and 

thinking while disqualifying and even making others impossible” (p. 26).  Similarly, 
Fforde et al.’s work on deficit discourses [21] has also been influenced by Foucault and 
other critical positions.  Citing Kerins’ research [23], they define ‘discourse’ as: “sys-

tems of thoughts composed of ideas, attitudes, courses of actions, beliefs and practices 

that shape reality by systemically constructing the subjects and the worlds of which 

they speak. Discourse plays a role in wider social processes of legitimation and power; 

emphasising the constitution of current truths, how they are maintained and what 

power relations they carry with them” [21] (p. 162-163).  Both strands of work also 
demonstrate how counter discourses can influence the status quo. This paper is guided 
by these critical perspectives on how discourse and practice are co-constituted and in-
fluenced by power relations.   

Although this paper does not attempt a discourse analysis, it demonstrates how the 
relative obscurity of African scholarship has been represented through various dis-
courses presented in existing research on the topic.  At least two dominant discourses 
of “country deficit” or “systemic injustice” can be identified which are used to frame 
the problem of the lack of accessibility and visibility of African scholarship.  A “coun-
try deficit” discourse tends to emphasize the dysfunctional nature of a country’s insti-
tutional, regulatory, educational and other complementary systems which puts it an in-
herent disadvantage in terms of research capacity and capability as compared to insti-
tutions in the Global North [6, 24, 25].   A systemic injustice discourse implies that 
endemic/systemic inequalities contribute to the persistence of this problem. These ine-
qualities are argued to be part of a global ordering of knowledge production and dis-
semination and an unequal economic system around the production of knowledge [26]. 
These are further elaborated in the sections below. 

2.1 Country Deficit Discourse 

The term “deficit discourse” is influenced by two streams of literature.  The first per-
tains to studies in education, in particular, a strand of research about Australian indig-
enous people, that demonstrates how learners may be disadvantaged in current educa-
tional systems by injurious prejudices about their ability to learn brought about by neg-
ative perceptions induced by a language of deficit [20–22].  The Lowitga study frames 
the term thus: “‘Deficit discourse’ refers to disempowering patterns of thought, lan-
guage and practice that represent people in terms of deficiencies and failures. It par-

ticularly refers to discourse that places responsibility for problems with the affected 

individuals or communities, overlooking the larger socio-economic structures in which 

they are embedded.” (p. 1).  The second influence is from the work of Escobar [10] 
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around the framing of “development” as constituted by discursive practices.  Escobar 
argues strongly that socially constructed discourses have shaped the practice of devel-
opment from its inception as a Western idea in the 1950’s.  Applying Foucauldian dis-
course analysis, Escobar deconstructs development discourse to proffer an alternative 
that he positions as postdevelopment: “Generally speaking, ‘postdevelopment’ arose 

from a poststructuralist and postcolonial critique, that is, an analysis of development 

as a set of discourses and practices that had profound impact on how Asia, Africa, and 

Latin America came to be seen as “underdeveloped” and treated as such.” (p. xii).  
Combining both of these perspectives and progressing views expressed previously by 
the author [6, 27], gives rise to the label “country deficit discourse” to which can be 
applied this working definition: “a set of beliefs around what a country lacks in terms 

of resources, institutions and infrastructures and how it can ‘catch up’ to more devel-
oped country research contexts; deficit denotes lack or failure in comparison to the 

contexts of those actors generating the discourse”.  In other words, this discourse sup-
ports the view that the country’s institutional, regulatory, educational and other com-
plementary systems are dysfunctional, thus not able to support the research process and 
production of scholarly output that is on par with the Global North.  This paper does 
not have the scope to build a cultural-historical account of the emergence of this dis-
course but will point to some elements that can be seen to influence general thinking 
about research environments in Africa.  Below are examples of elements of this dis-
course. 

Research infrastructures, comprising both technical and institutional elements [28], 
are thought to be a key supporting mechanism critical to functional research environ-
ments [29], but are often represented in literature from the narrow perspective of tech-
nical elements of connectivity [30].  This narrow focus aligns with a more pervasive 
digital divide discourse [31, 32] drawing attention away from critical institutional re-
quirements.  Attempts have been made in the literature to establish criteria on which 
countries’ research environments/systems can be compared, calibrated and/or assessed 
[33].  This has led to the development of frameworks/models that measure indicators 
of suitability of research environments/systems to produce outputs that follow a typical 
research lifecycle of production, dissemination and uptake [29].  Countries that do not 
attain outcomes that are measurable or if measurable, do not attain the expected stand-
ards, are seen to be deficient, lacking in some way [34–36].  This leads to a dominant 
country deficit discourse on why scholarship is seen to be weak in some contexts, es-
pecially low-resourced countries. 

From a country deficit perspective, the State’s commitment and investment in re-
search in Africa is portrayed as weak [37].  Investment in higher education is seen to 
lag in comparison to that of primary and secondary education [38].  These concerns are 
framed in the language of developing an African knowledge economy [39].  The level 
of government investment in research is compared to the OECD and other more ad-
vanced economies, with resulting data determined to be below par, e.g., investment at 
or below 0.5% of GDP [40].  Where research policies exist, they tend to mimic those 
of the global North, ignoring local conditions [41]. This may be influenced by the fact 
that North-South interventionist programs meant to improve research systems in the 
global South tend to employ models of performing research from the global North [42]. 
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A strong country deficit perspective can produce these effects: it can frame the coun-
try’s stage of development as the “problem”; it can ignore the wider, more pervasive 
and persistent systems of inequality and injustice in which this “problem” may be em-
bedded; it can ensure that the “solution” to the “problem” is one which perpetuates the 
status quo of these inequalities, such that the dysfunctions are reproduced and become 
established and institutionalized.  These issues mirror concerns similar to those of Es-
cobar’s development discourse [10] and Fforde et al.’s deficit discourse [21]. 

 
2.2 Systemic Injustice Discourse 

The “systemic injustice” discourse refers to institutionalized practices, beliefs, norms, 
etc. that engender inequalities that exist outside of the purview of the political apparatus 
of the state or government of a particular country, i.e., they are geopolitical or global 
but are seen to affect the systems and structures in-country that may lead to lack of 
accessibility and visibility of African scholarship.  They may even be seen to contribute 
to the weak institutions and infrastructures assumed to underlie the country deficit dis-
course.  These inequalities relate to hegemonies around knowledge production, sites 
of scholarly communication and publishing, research assessment norms, universality of 
English as the language of science, persistence of colonial legacies that embed Western 
values and ways of knowing even when not necessarily appropriate to the research con-
text [7, 43].  Various terms are used in this discourse.  Epistemic injustice [26, 44], for 
example, refers to the systemic and hegemonic oppression of indigenous knowledge 
systems by dominant and generally former colonial powers, also referred to as “epis-
temic violence” [45] and “epistemicide” [46]. Countering this violence calls for a plu-
rality of voices and knowledge systems [47, 48]. Linguistic injustice refers to a skewed 
distribution of scholarly publication in the English language which privileges research 
emanating from the global North, in particular English-speaking countries and which 
effectively excludes those writing or publishing in different languages [49, 50].  Solu-
tions to this inequality also point to including multilingual approaches to publishing 
[51].  There are also some postcolonial studies which argue that colonial and neocolo-
nial practices based on neoliberal values are thought to contribute to marginalization of 
scholars from the global South [7, 52]. 

2.3 A Social Justice Framework 

Taking Fraser’s [12] definition as a point of departure, social justice can be defined as: 
“the most general meaning of justice is parity of participation... justice requires social 

arrangements that permit all to participate as peers in social life. Overcoming injustice 

means dismantling institutionalized obstacles that prevent some people from partici-

pating on a par with others, as full partners in social interaction” (p. 73).  Further, 
Fraser asserts that one can only comprehend justice by experiencing its opposite, injus-
tice [13].  In earlier work [11], Fraser proposes two analytical distinctions of “injustice”, 
one socioeconomic, e.g., being marginalized socially/economically, and the other, cul-
tural/symbolic, e.g., being culturally dominated by beliefs, norms etc., from other cul-
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tures or being rendered “invisible” or being maligned or disparaged by others.  In fur-
ther work, she introduces the political dimension of injustice, which concerns how de-
cisions are made about who should be entitled to just actions [12].  Fraser also argues 
that injustices can be remedied by two types of action, one “affirmative” and the other 
“transformative” [11, 12].  Affirmative remedies are “aimed at correcting inequitable 

outcomes of social arrangements without disturbing the underlying framework that 

generates them” [11] (p. 23).  Luckett and Shay [53] further elaborate: “An affirmative 

approach works for justice within a given framing or ‘grammar’ – it accepts the social 

structures and institutions that have framed the social practices that need changing”.  
For the purposes of this paper, therefore, an affirmative approach to addressing an iden-
tified injustice would tend to do so within the confines of the prevailing discourse.  Ac-
cording to Fraser, transformative remedies, on the other hand, are “aimed at correcting 

inequitable outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying generative framework” 
[11] (p. 23).  Hence, such actions would tend to operate within a counter discourse, 
challenging the status quo.  Finally, the key injustices identified for each dimension of 
remedy are explained as: maldistribution (socio-economic), where resources are not 
distributed fairly leading to distributive inequalities; misrecognition (cultural), where 
people are unable to participate fairly due to systemic bias against their specific cultural 
characteristics; and misrepresentation (political), where people are denied the oppor-
tunity to decide how they can participate in actions that would benefit them [11, 12, 
14].  In Table 1 below, the above views are synthesized to present a framework for 
analyzing dominant discourses around the scholarship visibility using a social justice 
lens. 

Table 1. A Framework Applying a Social Justice Lens to Dominant Discourses on African Schol-
arship Visibility 

Dominant Dis-

courses 

Applying a Social Jus-

tice Lens 

Social Justice Analyt-

ical Dimension 

Injustice Remedies/Ac-

tions  

Country Deficit 

Lack of parity of partici-

pation in global 

knowledge production 

caused by dysfunctional 

in-country research envi-

ronments due to lack of 

resources, institutions, 

infrastructures 

Mainly aligned to so-

cio-economic issues 

concerned with maldis-

tribution of resources.  

Focus is within coun-

try/State. 

Affirmative: in line with 

prevailing discourses, 

e.g. addressing issues of 

maldistribution of re-

sources.   

Transformative: chal-

lenging prevailing dis-

courses, e.g. changing 

structures through which 

maldistribution takes 

place. 

Systemic Injus-

tice 

Lack of parity of partici-

pation in global 

knowledge production 

Mainly aligned to cul-

tural and political di-

mensions and con-

cerned with misrecog-

Affirmative: in line with 

prevailing discourses, 

e.g., ensuring representa-

tion and participation 

through quotas. 
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3 Methodology 

This paper adopted a form of archival analysis [54]. First, a digital archive of docu-
ments was collated recording interventions that took place in the case study project, 
LIBSENSE, in which the author of this paper was involved. The archive material covers 
a period of seven years from October 2016 to the present date.  The interventions rec-
orded in the archive cover several kinds of activities.  A research assistant was hired to 
complete this process, which took a period of three months.  They used the following 
protocol to collate the documents: 

1. Develop Python code to search Google folders containing relevant documents; 
2. Extract information around the typology of interventions outlined in Table 2; 
3. Using the coding frame in Table 3, code the documents using Nvivo; 
4. Prepare a high-level chronology of the interventions.  

There was considerable overlap in the documents extracted and this archive is still 
subject to further refinement, however, the documents serve to provide evidence of in-
terventions falling under the categories identified in Table 2. 

Table 2. LIBSENSE Intervention Categories and Sub-categories 

Typology Cate-

gories 

Typology Sub-categories Number of documents ex-

tracted 

Research Data Analyses; Data Gathering 187 

Dissemination Conferences; Articles/Papers 302 

Interventions Workshops; Webinars; Policy Development 320 

Collaboration 
Project Proposals; Partner Events; Partner 

Projects; Collaboration agreements  
454 

Table 3. Coding frame for coding documents in the digital archive 

High-level 

Codes 

High-level Code Descrip-

tion 

Low-level codes Low-level Code Descrip-

tion 

Networks 

Codes at high level any net-

works observable in the case 

study 

Networks of actors/activ-

ities 
Actors/activities in the initia-

tive 

systems caused by hege-

monic oppression and 

postcolonial legacies  

nition and misrepresen-

tation.  Focus is supra-

national, global, out-

side of the State. 

Transformative: counter 

narratives, e.g., address-

ing structural and sys-

temic issues of misrecog-

nition of misrepresenta-

tion. 
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Changing composition of 

networks 

Networks changing accord-

ing to goals/objectives/inter-

ests and so on. 

Goals 

Anything that like an objec-

tive or an aim that has been 

declared for the case study 

Shared goals 

 

Where more than one party 

shares the same goal 

Open Re-

search 

Codes related to activities 

that promote any of the ma-

jor themes of open research 

Open Science 
Objectives aligned with open 

science in general 

Open Access 
Objectives aligned with open 

access in general 

Open Data 
Objectives aligned with open 

data in general 

Making Afri-

can Scholar-

ship Visible 

Aligns with getting African 

Scholarship to be more dis-

coverable, more visible to in-

ternational audiences 

N/A N/A 

Co-develop-

ment 

Any activities where co-de-

veloping with different 

groups is happening 

Of research infrastructure 

 

Activity involves building a 

research infrastructure 

 

Of research policy 

Activity involves developing 

research policy, e.g, open ac-

cess policy with others 

Context 

Any challenges or issues that 

might be happening in the 

environment surrounding 

this initiative 

Funding  

 

Sourcing funding for the ini-

tiative or projects thereof  

 

Librarians’ changing pro-
fession 

 

Librarians’ changing skill-

sets, capacity building etc. 

 

Higher education / uni-

versity senior manage-

ment 

 

Lack of management support 

from higher education / uni-

versities 

 Publishing 
Ability or not to publish, e.g. 

lack of access to databases 

4 Analysis and Discussion 

4.1 LIBSENSE Case Study Description 

LIBSENSE [19], an acronym for “Library Support for Embedding NREN Services and 
e-Infrastructure” is referred to as an initiative, a network or a programme of activities.  
Up until 2023, it was funded by Africa-Connect [54], a large infrastructural program 
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intended to provide the “last mile” connectivity of African higher education and re-
search institutions to existing research and education networks in Europe. As part of 
AfricaConnect’s remit, research and education network (REN) organizations (at na-
tional (NREN) and regional (RREN) levels) were instituted in Africa to provide coor-
dinating structures through which network connectivity could be implemented in higher 
education and research institutions [30]. The REN concept was borrowed from Europe 
and was seen as a potentially successful structure in other LMIC contexts [55], in par-
ticular, in Eastern/Southern Africa, and was also actively pursued in the West African 
region.  LIBSENSE was spearheaded in 2017 by the West and Central African Research 
and Education Network (WACREN) in partnership with two NGOs, Electronic Infor-
mation for Libraries (EIFL) and Confederation of Open Access Repositories (COAR) 
and the University of Sheffield (UoS) Information School [56]. Given WACREN’s re-
mit as a coordinating body for 22 West African countries, their primary interest was in 
advocating for REN services such as federated networks, broadband connectivity, high 
performance computing, and building standards for next generation open access repos-
itories (OARs). UoS helped to co-develop a research agenda around the adoption of 
open access/science policies and practices.  

LIBSENSE became organized around three pillars: infrastructure development 
(open access journals, repositories for publications and data and open discovery ser-
vices), policy development (open science policies, governance and leadership) and ca-
pacity building (communities of practice and training) [19]. The main activities were 
advocacy and awareness-raising workshops bringing together academic librarians with 
technical experts from the RENs. A key message was that technology would be no 
problem while RENs were involved in providing infrastructure needs, however, uptake 
and implementation of new standards and processes around open access/science would 
need to be catalyzed. After the initial advocacy and awareness-raising work, 
LIBSENSE is actively influencing future policy on how open science would evolve in 
higher education and research institutions. Some selected example interventions of this 
work are described and analysed in the following section.  

4.2 Analysis of Selected Interventions 

LIBSENSE 3-region survey on Open Access Repository (OAR) development (2018 

– 2019). This intervention was a combination of a survey and corresponding workshop 
launched in three regions, West and Central, East and Southern and Northern Africa.  
In each of these regions there was a corresponding RREN organization that funded and 
hosted the workshop event as part of their annual conference/meeting.  This interven-
tion was meant to address the following perceived needs of the higher education insti-
tution (HEI) librarian community in these three regions: (1) to develop and implement 
a vision of African Open Scholarship led by African Librarian Communities of Prac-
tice; (2)To establish and understand the drivers for, and the hindrances against, change 
that would deliver on this promise; (3) to determine “e-readiness”, i.e., the extent to 
which HEIs were building the necessary resources and capabilities to deliver digital 
innovations and (4) to determine the evolving role of the African HEI library in light of 
digitalization.  A key expected outcome of this intervention was more collaboration 
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between academic libraries and the NRENs in their countries in the servicing and man-
agement of OARs in academic libraries.  This collaboration was expected to provide 
complementary technical skills to build the librarians’ capacity in this area. 

Social Justice Framework Analysis. Key assumptions made when planning this inter-
vention were:  low implementation and uptake of OARs across Africa, gaps in higher 
education librarians’ capabilities to support OAR development and inconsistent insti-
tutional support for OAR development.  These assumptions can be interpreted as being 
mainly aligned to a prevailing country deficit discourse highlighting low levels of re-
sources, skills, motivation and so on.  The focus is also on within-country or within-
continent issues.  The intervention’s approach was to raise awareness and build com-
munities of practice around OAR development, both of which can be interpreted as 
affirmative, since they did not seek to address any systemic issues, but to work within 
the current status quo. 

Skills Profiles Development Workshops (2020).  This intervention emerged from the 
results of the 3-region surveys, which suggested there was low capacity around HEI 
librarians’ skillsets for open science practices in general.  The aim of these workshops 
was to discuss evolving skills profiles of the HEI librarians and to determine a set of 
preferred skills profiles to support ongoing digitalization (e.g., OAR development, data 
analytics, support for Open Science) that suit an African HEI context.  This intervention 
was driven by feedback provided by the librarians themselves who expressed collec-
tively  skills deficits in the more technical aspects of supporting open science initiatives 
such as metadata development, back-end support of repositories, infrastructure support 
and other digital skills related to their work. Therefore, it was assumed that capacity 
development would be the appropriate way of addressing this.  These assumptions 
aligned with the country deficit perspective by highlighting resource constraints. 

Social Justice Framework Analysis. The approach to the intervention was to co-develop 
with leading African HEI librarians knowledgeable in open science practices a set of 
skills profiles that they believed would provide an ‘imaginary’ to which their peers 
could aspire if they wanted to meet digitalization challenges to their profession. Eight 
such profiles were developed, and the workshop revolved around break out discussions 
about these profiles.  To some extent, the action taken was affirmative in that it was 
seen as a capacity-building, awareness-raising exercise but it was to a greater extent 
more transformative from the perspective of social justice.  By creating a new ‘imagi-
nary’ of what the African HEI librarian professional could aspire to, this intervention 
challenged the status quo and demonstrated how capacity building could be achieved 
through leveraging the power of the LIBSENSE network’s own expertise.  Since the 
workshops were held online, their transformative potential was amplified by their 
greater (virtual) reach.  

Policy Development Workshop (2021-2022). The LIBSENSE initiative’s alignment 
with the UNESCO recommendation on Open Science [57] led to an intervention which 
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was aimed at senior university executives who were recognized as key in supporting 
institutional change.  The broad aim was to establish how to move from the high-level 
goals and principles articulated in the UNESCO recommendation on Open Science to 
how institutions could implement related policies.  Once more, the power of the 
LIBSENSE network was leveraged to develop a set of case studies to illustrate how 
African HEIs had developed/implemented open access/open science policies in their 
institutions and the subsequent lessons learnt [58].  Workshop attendees were asked to 
consider how open science policy development in their own institutions could encour-
age research assessment reform and consequent potential benefits [60].  For example, 
such reformed practices could free African scholars from the ‘publish or perish’ imper-
ative of striving inequitably for representation in elite Western journals, which are 
mostly inaccessible in resource-poor institutions. 

Social Justice Framework Analysis. There were potentially two discourses driving the 
underlying assumptions of this intervention and the approaches used to address it.  The 
assumption that senior HEI executives lacked sufficient exposure to open science pol-
icy implementation and its link to institutional research assessment reform points to 
institutional deficiencies aligning with a country deficit perspective. This was ad-
dressed mainly through awareness-raising and introduction to global ideas on research 
reform through DORA initiatives [62], which can be seen as an affirmative action. A 
systemic injustice discourse is also evident through the assumption that African schol-
arship faces an inherent bias in the Western-dominated scholarly communications sys-
tem.  To address this, the workshops promoted policy change to propagate open science 
initiatives at the institutional level which would change not just the system of publish-
ing African academic outputs but also the incentive structures through which academics 
gained institutional recognition and reward (i.e., promotion/tenure). This type of action 
is transformative since it is agenda-setting, challenging the status quo.  

RUFORUM Open Data Sharing Platform Collaboration (2021 – ongoing). In col-
laboration with RUFORUM, a pan-African network of agricultural research institu-
tions, LIBSENSE will develop and pilot an agricultural research data repository [59]. 
This intervention seeks to upgrade RUFORUM’s Knowledge Repository by providing 
research infrastructure for Agricultural research data sharing and management, Journal 
hosting and publishing and creation of open educational resources (OER) training ma-
terial on research data management. 

Social Justice Framework Analysis. The premise for this collaboration is technology 
obsolescence thus aligning with a dominant country deficit perspective. The choice of 
open science infrastructure, however, in the form of an open data repository represents 
a step change for the RUFORUM secretariat bringing with it the need for significant 
capacity-building.  Both the infrastructure re-development and capacity building efforts 
represent affirmative actions under this country deficit perspective.  Throughout these 
efforts however, co-development of the new platform with RUFORUM actors has been 
critical to its current progress. This attests to a transformative, co-creation approach, 
incorporating beneficiaries’ views into decision-making about the infrastructure design 
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as it progresses.  RUFORUM members are thus empowered to direct the development 
of the repository to assure their sovereignty over their datasets.  This approach thus 
counters existing structures of decision-making by evolving a new approach as the re-
pository is developed. 

5 Conclusion 

The LIBSENSE case study, due to its wide-ranging remit and constellation of loose 
networks and relationships between actors aligned to the open science principles of 
doing research, can be represented as an encapsulation of both the country deficit and 
systemic injustices perspectives.  Due to this, the initiative oscillates between actions 
that are affirmative in nature, and those that are transformative and challenge some of 
the structural inequalities that perpetuate the visibility issue that the initiative is attempt-
ing to address.  The selected interventions align more closely with the country deficit 
perspective in attempting to address a lack or dysfunction in the research environment.  
This is done from both the affirmative (keeping status quo in place) and the transform-
ative (challenging structures in place) positions.  One of the interventions could be said 
to align to a more systemic injustice perspective, highlighting the need for equity in 
science participation from the global South as enshrined in the UNESCO recommen-
dation on open science [61].  Here, however, the actions taken were more affirmative 
in attempting to influence policy and thinking but not addressing the cultural / political 
systemic issues that might be at play.  This analysis has demonstrated the usefulness of 
a social justice perspective in understanding how prevailing discourses on the visibility 
of African scholarship could be sustained despite awareness of the injustice that this 
causes. 
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