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For well over a year, Beyond Imagining has searched for answers to some of the most curious 

and complex questions of our time. The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is here and if we are 

to understand its many facets and ramifications, we need to continually interrogate, enquire 

and probe it. 

One of the ways in which we do this, of course, is through language. We use language 

to discuss, debate and argue, and to express our views through writing and broadcast. 

The languages we use take many forms: often they’re the written and spoken words we use 

every day, and sometimes they’re also mathematical equations, chemical formulas and code.

Through these languages, we communicate. And as we communicate, so 4IR evolves.

In this issue, we explore the ways in which 4IR is influencing communication. Are technological 

advances making communication more seamless or more complex? How do artificial 

intelligence (AI) and machine learning affect what and how we communicate? How can we 

expect communication to continue to evolve in the future? And where, amid the enormous 

influx of data that defines 4IR, do we find the truth?

Here, primarily through the age-old written word, we will try to communicate the answers.

LET’S GO BEYOND COMMUNICATION

Welcome to  
Beyond Imagining
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In a post-truth, 
pandemic world, 
where does the truth lie?
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Communication. Is it news? Is it marketing? Is it a game? 

Is it persuasion and manipulation? Above all, is it true?

Once journalists used to research their stories by 

obtaining the relevant information straight from the 

mouths of sources whose reliability would be carefully 

assessed and vetted. Today, anyone – a teenager half 

a world away – can make up a story and post it on 

social media in a way that makes it seem like news and, 

more than that, like news they know you want to hear. 

General communication has become a thing of 

the past. Now, you are likely on the receiving end 

of targeted snippets of information based on your 

own personal preferences, tendencies, affinities 

and interests. There are psychologists working on 

algorithms that address you individually, likeably 

and convincingly, and make you aware of products, 

services and perspectives in a carefully constructed 

piece of integrated communication.

This scenario raises many questions – about privacy, 

about power, about ethics, and even about human 

nature and our willingness to trust. Where does 

ordinary, and necessary, communication end and 

manipulation begin? Where does the truth lie?

THE RISE AND RISE AND FAKE NEWS
In early 2020, shortly before the advent of Covid-19, 

a survey conducted by Reuters Institute in 40 countries, 

including South Africa, found that less than four in 

10 people trust the news they read. Fake news has 

gained such traction in contemporary discourse over 

the last few years that public trust has eroded 

dramatically. People aren’t sure what to believe 

anymore, a reality that has only been exacerbated

by the influx of information – much of it inaccurate – 

about the pandemic.

“The seriousness of this crisis has reinforced the 

need for reliable, accurate journalism that can inform 

and educate populations, but it has also reminded 

us how open we have become to conspiracies and 

misinformation,” the report reads. “Journalists no 

longer control access to information, while greater 

reliance on social media and other platforms give 

people access to a wider range of sources and 

‘alternative facts’, some of which are at odds 

with official advice, misleading or simply false.”
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TRUTH WITH A CAPITAL T
In her article on the intersection between 4IR 

and communication, Dr Leyla Tavernaro-Haidarian 

from UJ’s Department of Communication, suggests 

that “truth”, to some extent, has always been 

compromised.

“Whose truth were journalists telling during 

apartheid in South Africa?,” she asks. “And what 

injustices are being exposed by cell phone 

recordings in the United States today? Maybe it 

is not so much the technologies we have at our 

disposal, then, but the ways in which we engage 

and communicate – our relationships with one 

another – that determine the reliability of truth 

and communication in this era.”

If we focus on our mutuality and interconnectedness

instead, Dr Tavernaro-Haidarian argues, then truth 

becomes a collective endeavour. Grounding ethical 

decision-making in collaborative consultation 

allows us to reimagine truth as the culmination 

of many complementary perspectives. 

“Since we cannot know reality directly and since our 

views are shaped and circumscribed by our various 

experiences, by our education and by our social 

positions, access to 'truth' can be seen as relative,” 

she says. “From this vantage point, the more we 

collaborate with others – and with the tools of 4IR – 

the more effective communication can become 

in bringing us closer to Truth with a capital T.”
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*Source: Edelman, YPulse, The German Marshall Fund, SSRN, Statista
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Here are some fake news facts and figures:

Fake news facts
Misinformation abounds and we are all at risk of consuming fake news and repeating it to others. Those who are 

discerning about the news they consume are likely to develop a strong sense of mistrust and scepticism in news sources. 

In the 4IR era, where technology has levelled the communication playing field, it can be difficult to know what to trust.

SOCIAL MEDIA IS THE 
LEAST TRUSTED NEWS 

SOURCE WORLDWIDEThe drop in the world’s  
trust in media between  

2020 and 2021

8%

56%35%

48%

1.8 bn

29% 71%

Millennials who 
read political news 

on Facebook

Fake news engagements on 
Facebook in Q3 2020 alone

South African adults who 
said they mostly trusted 

news media in 2020

Facebook users who can’t 
recognise fake news that 
aligns with their beliefs

US adults who said they 
mostly trusted news  

media in 2020

People who believe that fake news 
negatively affects their political 

discussions with friends and family
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Communications 
technologies 
are changing – 
here’s the latest

OUT WITH THE OLD AND IN WITH THE NEW
5G has received its fair amount of buzz in recent 

years, but as its global deployment continues, so its 

replacement already starts to surface. 6G is on its way, 

and it’s already claiming to be smarter and faster than 

its predecessor. It’s likely that 6G will better support 

virtual and augmented reality (VR and AR), ubiquitous 

instant communications and the internet of things. 

Companies such as Apple, Samsung and Huawei have 

already shown their interest, as have countries like 

China, South Korea and Japan.

IS THE AGE OF THE SMARTPHONE OVER?
By early 2019, the truth was plain for the world’s 

tech gurus to see: the heyday of smartphones 

has long since passed its peak. Most of the people 

who can afford a smartphone now have one,

and innovations just aren’t compelling enough

for people to upgrade every time a new one 

becomes available. 

“The device model that could perhaps replace the 

smartphone is VR, or AR, or both,” says tech analyst 

Benedict Evans. “These cannot reach more people 

than smartphones (again – we ran out of people) 

but they could nonetheless replace the experience. 

At the moment this is pretty speculative.”

ZOOMING ONTO AN ALTERNATIVE
What comes after Zoom? The platform itself is 

nothing new, but it solved some niggling issues 

so cleverly that, when Covid hit in 2020, it became 

the go-to video conferencing app. Between 

January and October 2020, its share price shot up 

from US$73 to a high of US$559. If Zoom is going

to continue to stay relevant, however, it needs 

to continue to interrogate the norm. 

Evans asks some important questions: 

“Why, exactly, are you sending someone a video 

stream and watching another one? Why am I 

looking at a grid of little thumbnails of faces? 

Is that the purpose of this moment? What is the 

‘mute’ button for – background noise, or so I can

talk to someone else, or is it so I can turn it off to 

raise my hand?” Answer these questions, and you 

might be the next Zoom.



How wide  
does the 
bandwidth go?

“Perhaps the most significant thing that 4IR has changed 

is that we’re now able to communicate at very different 

bandwidths,” Professor Terence van Zyl, a professor at 

the Institute for Intelligent Systems at the University of 

Johannesburg (UJ), says over a Google Meet video call. 

“At one of the lowest levels of bandwidth, you have a text 

message, and at one of the highest, you have a real-time 

video call. That evolution can all be put down to 4IR.”

Of course, the technology that has driven this growth is 

showing no sign of slowing down. In the not-too-distant 

future, VR and 3D projections may allow us to share 

physical space with people when we talk to them. “It’s 

a strange irony about communicating in the 4IR era,” 

Professor van Zyl adds. “As we improve our ability to talk 

across great distances, what we’re really trying to do is 

make it feel like we’re speaking to each other in person.”

At every turn, 4IR innovations are working to make the 

experience of communicating more seamless. AI now 

allows translations to be performed in real-time as people 

talk in different languages, just as it improves mouth and 

lip movements to make dubbed video content appear 

more natural.
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It’s a strange irony about communicating 
in the 4IR era: As we improve our ability 
to talk across great distances, what we’re 
really trying to do is make it feel like we’re 
speaking to each other in person. 
~    Professor Terence van Zyl,

    UJ Institute for Intelligent Systems

The ultimate goal of these changes in technology 

is to minimise the illusion that space and time do 

not exist. Once the illusion is broken – because a 

connection is unreliable, because latency causes 

a lag, or because our VR scene suddenly encounters 

the edge of a screen – we start to feel the disconnect. 

The more synchronous our experience, the more 

we buy into it. Our brain depends on consistency.

How this continues to evolve, no one really knows – 

we can only begin to imagine what technology will 

one day allow. It will certainly take us beyond where 

we are now, perhaps as far as telepathy or thought 

recognition technology, where we will be able to pass 

thoughts from our brain to someone else’s without 

the need for any physical contact or communication. 

Holograms are also likely to become commonplace.

“One thing’s for sure: We’re always going to try 

and increase the bandwidth,” says Professor van Zyl.
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Natural language processing allows computers 
to analyse large amounts of language data
into something computers can understand.
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WHAT IS NATURAL LANGUAGE PROCESSING?
Natural language processing exists at the intersection of AI, computer science and linguistics. 

It attempts to bridge the gap between what humans communicate and what computers 

understand by programming computers so that they can process and analyse large amounts 

of language data.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
If computers can communicate with humans in our own language, then they can hear speech 

and read text, interpret and understand this information, and decide which parts are 

important. In the world of big data, where we can’t possibly absorb all of the information 

available to us, natural language processing helps to filter what we really need to know.

WHAT ARE SOME EXAMPLES OF NATURAL LANGUAGE PROCESSING?
Natural language processing is used to manage your email filters, to organise your search 

results, to predict text and to facilitate digital translations, such as Google Translate. 

The next time you say, “Hey Siri, what’s the weather like today?” and a human-like voice 

answers with, “It’s currently clear and 20 degrees”, that’s natural language processing 

in action. 

A quick glimpse 
at natural language 
processing



In March 2021, UJ launched an interdisciplinary 

student storytelling project in collaboration wih 

Brand South Africa and the Public Relations Institute 

of Southern Africa (PRISA). The project brought 

various UJ departments together to provide students 

with the opportunity to tell their stories of hope, 

resilience and how they play their part in society. 

Students from the Department of Strategic 

Communication, Applied Information Systems 

and Applied Legal Studies produced the stories 

and published them on digital platforms. While 

the platforms were developed by senior Applied 

Information Systems' students, the legal counsel 

guiding these platforms was developed by their 

colleagues from the Law department.

This collaboration helped students from 

different disciplines to share their individual and 

diverse experiences, while also highlighting their 

common humanity. "Public relations and strategic 

communication have the power to change society 

if we understand more of each other's worlds 

while we communicate and build relationships," 

says Professor Rene Benecke, the Head of the 

Department of Strategic Communication.

How storytelling 
connects us
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Empathy, connection, creativity, cross-cultural understanding 
and collaboration will be at the core of what we will need 
to do to remain relevant (and happy). The thread that 
connects all of these capabilities – storytelling.  
~  Sam Rockey, leadership and organisational development consultant

Storytelling is at the heart of how we connect. 

It’s how we demonstrate our humanity – even, 

or perhaps especially, as the world around us 

becomes more dependent on technology. 

“As we stand on the edge of this new technological 

revolution, [4IR], everything that we know about 

the way we live, work, and relate to one another will 

change,” says Sam Rockey, a prominent leadership 

and organisational development consultant. 

“Empathy, connection, creativity, cross-cultural 

understanding and collaboration will be at the 

core of what we will need to do to remain relevant 

(and happy). The thread that connects all of these 

capabilities – storytelling.

Shared stories are a way for people to feel 

that they have a collective purpose, a coherent 

grasp of their world and a way to articulate 

universal meaning.”
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If you’re a 
communications 
professional, 
you need to know 
about VR and AR
Sounds silly, right? Communications, public relations, marketing – these fields 

are about having the gift of the gab, not about understanding, let alone 

using, the latest advances in 4IR technology. But in order to truly succeed 

at your work, you need to be in touch with what your customers expect. 

And increasingly, believe it or not, they’re expecting VR and AR.
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LET CUSTOMERS TRY BEFORE THEY BUY
Although the trend has been around for some time, 

virtual showrooms became even more popular with

the advent of Covid. Consumers started to enjoy 

trying out everything from make-up to new 

furniture through an app or virtual showroom, 

rather than visit shops in person. If the brands 

you’re promoting aren’t considering these 

approaches, they could be left behind.

SHOW, DON’T TELL
Ironically, it’s an old creative writing trick: 

Show, don’t tell your readers what you want them 

to experience (but still using words, of course). 

Now, we’re able to take this instruction a lot more 

literally. If you’re able to offer your customers an 

immersive experience – sitting in a new car, for 

example, or visiting a dream holiday destination – 

your chances of a sale are much higher.

GET GAMING
Gamifying experiences can be an excellent way 

of attracting new interest and securing brand 

loyalty. In October 2020, Snapchat launched City 

Painter, an AR tool that allows users to spray paint 

London’s Carnaby Street with pre-created murals. 

Users could also share their experiences with 

others in real time. Writing that press release, 

let’s just say, was likely quite a lot of fun.
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Emojis are 
evolving, 
have you 
used a 
brandmoji?

Featured

Search
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In 2015 – a lifetime ago in the 4IR era – Oxford 

Dictionaries named the “Face with Tears of Joy” 

emoji as their Word of the Year. Although the 

award drew a huge amount of criticism, it shone

a spotlight on the ways in which emojis have come

to supplement, and even replace, language. 

Professor of Linguistics Vyvyan Evans explores 

exactly this in his book The Emoji Code. “Technology 

is not changing the cooperative impulse that 

underpins communication,” he suggests. “Nor is it 

changing the principles that undergird systems 

of communication. Rather, technology provides 

new avenues and opportunities; it provides new 

channels of communication.” 

Emojis are just one example of this. With over

10 billion used on various digital platforms every 

single day, emojis have certainly become a new – 

and constantly evolving – channel of communication. 

In an effort to help spur this evolution, Jonathan 

Yarwood launched Brandmoji at the beginning of 2020.

“Maybe humans have come full circle in how we 

communicate,” Jonathan says. “Some of our earliest 

forms of communication included drawings on cave 

walls and hieroglyphics. Today, thousands of years 

later, our emails, text and instant messages, and social 

media posts are once again full of images and icons. 

My question, when I first conceived of Brandmoji was, 

why aren’t these emojis branded?”

And so Jonathan and his team set about creating 

an app and custom keyboard that allows brands 

to represent themselves using a branded emoji. 

Since social media posts are much more likely to be 

liked or shared if they have emojis in them, Brandmoji 

is an incredible marketing and advertising tool – 

a way for brands to expand their reach and for users 

to personalise their social media posts using brands 

they know and love.

“Our app is free to download and our brandmojis 

can be used across various social media platforms, 

including chat spaces like WhatsApp,” Jonathan 

explains. In addition to branded emojis, users can 

also enjoy other uniquely South African emojis, 

such as braai, Nelson Mandela and South African 

taxi emojis. “We want South Africans to be able 

to communicate using icons that represent their 

everyday life,” says Jonathan.

Brandmoji collects data on how many times 

a particular brandmoji is used, which helps brands 

to understand the reach of their unique emojis 

in users’ social media and chats. 

So far, four UJ brandmojis are available. 

Check them out for yourself by downloading 

Brandmoji Keyboard on iOS and Android.
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Meet MoUJi, 
UJ’s chatbot
Towards the end of 2020, UJ announced the launch 

of its own intelligent digital assistant, MoUJi. 

The chatbot was first used during registrations 

at the start of the 2020 academic year to help with 

general enquiries, but has since been enhanced to 

include a self-service option by integrating UJ’s 

student administration systems.

MoUJi simulates human conversation using AI and 

is another example of natural language processing 

technology. It is designed to help prospective students, 

registered students, alumni and guests who are 

interested in UJ with all the questions they may have.

Not only can MoUJi offer answers to standard questions 

regarding applications and registrations, it can also help

applicants and students to submit or change their contact

details, view their academic and residence admission 

statuses, and access class timetables, examination 

results and financial statements. All users need is

a student number and password or PIN to access the

new self-service feature. 

Meet MoUJi for yourself – simply look at the bottom 

right hand side of UJ’s home page. Write a message...

Welcome to UJ

How do I register for 2022?

I'm UJ's new digital assistant.

Please select an option or feel 
free to ask any questions.

Hi there, 
I'm MoUJi!

Alumni Covid-19 Finance Info

Registration Info Popular Programs
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The Boy who cried Wolf, 2019
Printed at Atelier le Grand Village, 
France
Manière Noir Stone lithograph, 13/20
108 × 77 cm
Edition 20
R34 788.00
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Art goes online – 
take a look at our 
virtual exhibitions
Although devastating to human lives, 

healthcare systems, and local and national 

economies, Covid-19 has forced us to use 

technology to connect with others in ways 

we haven’t before. In the pre-Covid era,

very few artists exhibited their work 

online, but today virtual exhibitions are 

commonplace as artists seek to access 

viewers who can’t gather in person.

UJ has recently made the work of South 

African artist and printmaker, Diane Victor, 

available online. Visit her latest exhibition 

Folly, Frailty and Fear in the link below.  

You may also want to take a look at the 

online exhibition of UJ’s Faculty of Art, 

Design and Architecture. 

Visit her latest exhibition Folly, Frailty and Fear here Visit UJ Faculty of Art, Design and Architecture here
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https://movingcube.uj.ac.za/3d-gallery/diane-victor-folly-frailty-and-fear/
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