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H
AS the South African
media sector just shot it-
self in the foot? I suspect
so. Playing victim of cir-

cumstances does not earn the re-
spect of discerning people. It is per-
ceived as manipulation – which
is classed in psychology as an
intention. 

The media in South Africa
presently appears to be under at-
tack by the government’s proposed
implementation of legislation and
a tribunal supposedly intended to
protect state interests. Read: cen-
sorship. The suggested parameters
and definitions are, however, dan-
gerously loose and vague. 

They have potential to be used as
a veil to conceal corruption and 
stifle access to information that
would certainly be in the public in-
terest. This said, “the media” (by
which I mean media houses and
journalists as a collective in public
perception terms) appear to be play-
ing victim, in the process misread-
ing public sentiment and losing 
support.

Journalists and their employers
are accustomed to having the upper
hand when it comes to commenting
on an individual or issue. They 
enjoy powerful and influential dis-
tribution channels and are often un-
necessarily destructive depending
on their biases. If you believe media
are totally unbiased, then you prob-
ably also still believe in the tooth
fairy. 

Media impartiality is an ideal-
istic notion. They are simply more
or less partial to an individual or on
a particular issue. Any media group
or journalist must naturally be in-
fluenced by values and sentiment
on a topic or when reporting. Social
media, now actively used by many
editors and journalists, is certainly
playing a role in debunking the last
vestiges of the media objectivity
myth.

Journalists are not all some spe-
cial breed, putting their lives on the
line for galaxy-critical causes. Some
do, but the majority appear to exer-
cise their craft from behind the
comfort and safety of keyboard and
computer screen.

Politicians and executives in
large corporates undergo media
skills coaching. This is so they can
competently respond to events that
will flag the attention of stakehold-
ers or media. 

They agree on the message and
ensure consistency of that mes-
sage to facilitate understanding

and a balanced perspective. 
It is in this proactive strategising

and planning that media houses
and individual journalists seem to
fail. Although they play the alpha
predator role in the communica-
tions food chain, they exhibit a poor
grasp on perception management,
public sentiment and the need for a
low-ego, united response. Particu-
larly when faced with a common 
enemy, as they now appear to be. 

The public will not automati-
cally side with them just because
they position themselves as defend-
ers of democracy and guardians of
free speech. Some people might
even revel in media houses and
journalists getting “a little of their
own medicine”. 

Two key issues serve as exam-
ples. First, threatened government
interference in media indepen-
dence. Second, Sunday Times jour-
nalist Mzilikazi wa Afrika was re-
cently arrested, without a legal
warrant it appears, and held with-
out access to his lawyer, at an undis-
closed location. 

This action is reminiscent of
apartheid detention-without-trial
days. These two topics unleashed a
firestorm of tweets on social media
platform Twitter alone, and re-
sulted in a plethora of intemperate
comment. One journalist/colum-
nist tweeted that she would take a
copy of the claimed fraudulent let-
ter at the heart of the wa Afrika
saga to a police station and demand
to be arrested. A renowned editor
tweeted, “So JZ (President Zuma)
wants to meet media to tickle our
tummies make us purr – and
preach media freedom. Not this
pussy-cat, Sir, I know a snake”. 

Some editors and journalists
were posting conflicting, specula-
tive information on the Wa Afrika
story and hyping the media tribunal
issue. Rationality plummeted. Jour-
nalists were re-tweeting updates
containing links so quickly, it sim-
ply was not possible that they had
even troubled to read them first. 

This is what I call the “first-
to-market” curse originated by 
Microsoft and followed by Apple.
Just get the product or software up-
date out and tweak bugs or inaccu-
racies later. This is the downside to
social media as an outlet for editors
and journalists.

The witty, insightful scribe Gus
Silber tweeted this comment: “What
journalists used to mutter and rant
about in the newsroom, they now
tweet.” Agreed.

What can media owners and
journalists learn from this? First,

stop melodramatic posturing. Sec-
ond, speak with a united voice.
Third, communicate a consistent

message. Fourth, tell the public
what government interference
really means for them.
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V
ENTRILOQUISM is on its
way back, according to this
news snippet. It’s suddenly

in vogue at the Edinburgh Festival.
It reached its high point in this

country in the days when Pik Botha
used to sit on John Vorster’s knee
and mouth off all kinds of hilarity.
But, like everywhere else, it went
into decline in the age of the TV
comic. Now it seems the
ventriloquists are making a come-
back. They’re packing the venues in
Edinburgh, pushing a brand of
sharp humour and satire.

The news recalls the story of the
ventriloquist who is entertaining
audiences with a series of blonde
jokes, when a blonde lady stands up
in the audience and launches an
indignant tirade.

“How dare you, in this day and
age! You’re peddling stereotypes,
making fun of people for a physical
characteristic that has absolutely
nothing to do with their intellectual
or moral qualities. On top of that
you’re sexist, applying your sick

humour only to females.
“All right-thinking people

condemn your shallow stereotypes.
Your humour is imbecile. Your…”

“I apologise, I didn’t mean to
cause offence,” says the
ventriloquist. “You stay out of this,
mister!” the blonde snaps. 

“I’m talking to that little bastard
sitting on your knee!”

Western Desert
REACTION to one of the Koffie
Reznek photographs published last

week – Paul Brink thinks the 
officer seen sitting second from left
as they listened to Smuts in the
Western Desert in World War II 
was his relative, Lieutenant-
General George Edwin Brink CB
CBE DSO, fondly known to fellow
officers and those who served under
him as “Uncle George”. He fought
in the Western Desert in 1941 and
1942.

George Edwin Brink was the
uncle of Paul’s grandfather Basil
Brink, descended from the
rootstock of early Cape Settlers.
George’s grandfather was Andries
Gotlieb von Brink who was a
lieutenant on a ship that was
wrecked at the Cape in 1737. He
settled and became private
secretary to Governor Andries
Grove. 

Andries Grove had arrived at the
Cape in 1719 and Andries Brink
married his daughter, Sophia
Grove, in 1738.

Interesting stuff. History
emerges.

Memories
LAST week’s photograph of a
wartime Carbineers rugby team
brought back memories for 88-year-
old Cecil Ritson, of Glenwood.
Seated cross-legged in the front row
was Bawden Coombe, against
whom he played schools rugby in
the late 1930s. Cecil was at
Glenwood High, Bawden Coombe

was a Horsefly (DHS).
“I’m sure Bawden also played

with my younger brother, Owen, for
South Africa in a match against
New Zealand in Cairo. Basil Kenyon
(later Springbok captain) was
captain.”

Cecil served with the Natal
Mounted Rifles in East Africa,
North Africa and Italy. Rugby was a
big part of their lives, even in

wartime. Meanwhile, it turns 
out the photograph was not taken in
the Western Desert, as first thought,
but at Hay Paddock, outside
Maritzburg, where the Carbineers
were encamped as they regrouped
for the invasion of Italy.

Eileen Coombe (widow of
Bawden Coombe whom Cecil Ritson
remembers) has a print of the same
photograph. She was a student at
Natal University at the time.

“The Carbineers practically ran
Maritzburg for that six months they
were back from Up North. It was
great fun. They played their rugby
at Woodburn.”

Also identified in the
photograph are: Carbineers OC
Colonel Murray Comrie (in
uniform); Peter Francis, who was
later to become OC; Edrich
McKenzie, of Richmond, who was
to become a major; Rex Pennington,
who was to become rector of
Michaelhouse; and Laurie
Stevenson, who was to later box and
play rugby for Natal.

The photographs seem to have
struck a chord among readers.
Responses are pouring in. How
fortunate that the photographs have
ended up in the right hands.

Month of Sundays
THIS August has five Sundays, five
Mondays and five Tuesdays, all in
one month. It happens once in 823
years.

The person who sent in this
snippet adds: “I just thought I would
send around a piece of useless
information.”

On the contrary, this is truly
fascinating.

Tailpiece
CUSTOMER: “You said this second-
hand rug I bought was in perfect
condition. 

“I get home and I find a hole in
the middle.

Shopkeeper: “No, sir. I said it
was in mint condition.”

Last word
FEW people think more than two

or three times a year; I have

made an international

reputation for myself by

thinking once or twice a week. –

George Bernard Shaw

GRAHAM LINSCOTT

Who said that?
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Muzzling you and the media
The government’s proposed Media Appeals Tribunal, which the media see as a way to curtail 

its hard-won freedom, is explored here from two different perspectives.

The US Navy Blue Angels perform along the lakefront during the
Chicago Air and Water show. PICTURE: AP

Youth barks up wrong tree with its loudmouth bullying
A PHENOMENON that some of us
thought would be a flash in the pan
has proved to be more tenacious
than that. In fact, it is now threaten-
ing to become an established fash-
ion that will colour our public dis-
course, particularly the conduct of
politics.

It is especially young people in
political parties who seem to be
taken up with it, mainly because it
comes with a raised media profile
for them.

The fashion involves acquiring
as foul a mouth as possible, assem-
bling as many insults as you can
master and a vile attitude to go with
these combat accessories. Once you
have these in your arsenal, you are
in business. You are ready to face
your enemies and vanquish them.

You do not have to worry about

marshalling facts and engaging in
cogent arguments to win debates.
All you need is to unleash your bar-
rage of insults at your opponents in
as disagreeable a manner as possi-
ble. You shout them down, ridicule
and intimidate them.

This fashion was in full flight at
the ruling party conference in
Polokwane where it achieved spec-
tacular success. Then there was a
youth conference which produced
the infamous bare buttocks that
adorned the pages of many a news-

paper in our country. Subsequently,
it has become the fashion statement
of many a conference.

It is a winning formula that has
worked wonders in recent years.
Even women, on their sacred na-
tional day, use the method to drown
out the other women they would
like to wipe off the face of the
Earth. They don’t have to explain
why the other women are not sup-
posed to celebrate an official
women’s day. They don’t have to en-
gage the other women in debates.
They just have to shout them down
and gesture in threatening ways. 

It is an infectious fashion that
has overwhelmed the nation, much
like the miniskirt and the bell-bot-
toms of periods gone by. Not to be
outdone by their peers, young peo-
ple in the IFP jumped on the band-

wagon and attempted to insult, jeer
and shout the leader of their party,
Inkosi Mangosuthu Buthelezi, off
his presidency.

Maybe it is about time for him to
vacate the leadership of his party,
as he himself has stated on count-
less occasions. But why is the mat-
ter not debated within their party
structures in a disciplined and or-
derly manner, with a vote being
taken if necessary, and those who
lose the vote abiding by the major-
ity decision? You would have
thought that was the way democ-
racy worked!

Yes, but that is not the way this
fashion works. Not even the Free-
dom Front Plus has escaped the in-
fection. Their youth also attempted
to play the game when their leader
was appointed deputy minister in

the current administration. Not to
be outdone, the Cope youth demon-
strated their own infection by
shouting obscenities at their party
leaders on public platforms.

The media has not escaped the
foul mouths. Just ask a City Press
pair and the BBC journalist, Jonah
Fisher. There was a time in our long
history when age, experience and
contribution to the Struggle or pub-
lic life counted for something.
Those in our ranks who boasted
these attributes were accorded
some respect and were treated ac-
cordingly in debates.

Not any more. Very senior peo-
ple with distinguished records of
service to society are given some
shocking and rude short shrift by
youngsters fit to be their grandchil-
dren. Who can forget the shameful

way the likes of Desmond Tutu and
Kader Asmal were insulted by
young people because they dared to
raise issues that rubbed those
youth the wrong way?

One would have thought that in
instances where such senior fig-
ures in our society raise controver-
sial issues, it would be more appro-
priate for their peers to take them
on, and not their grandchildren.

There was also a time in our his-
tory when our people, young and
mature, valued a good debate. We
would go to conferences or meet-
ings armed with facts in order to
make intelligent contributions in
our debates. By so doing, we built
one another as well as our organi-
sations. With the new fashion in
town, might, abuse, vile noise and
intimidation wins the debate.

Facts, age, seniority, experience
and knowledge no longer matter. 

Disciplined political work and
debate make way for those with the
loudest mouths and vilest tongues.

The questions are: how long is
this fashion going to last? For how
long are we going to reward loutish
behaviour with success, prominent
media coverage and high office in
our organisations?

There is no society in the world
that has ever advanced on the basis
of the devaluation of reason, order,
respect and common decency.

If this fad becomes our perma-
nent characteristic, then our public
life will go to the dogs.

●Mangena is a former leader

of Azapo and a former minister

of science and technology.
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T
HE media tribunal will
block fair assessment and
judgement of the elec-
torate and further deprive

South Africa’s poor citizens of the
truth about the transformation
progress across the board. 

The ANC government machin-
ery, post-1994, has had serious chal-
lenges to deliver to the needs of the
poor majority. Part of the problem
was a poorly agreed upon political
negotiated settlement between the
past apartheid regime and ANC
leadership, but, on the other hand,
it was years of economic inequali-
ties and political injustices that
were brutally perpetuated by the
apartheid white order. 

The latter is the convenient
scapegoat for the lack of service
delivery. The media has an impor-
tant role to write about these socie-
tal ills with the express purpose to
drive positive change in gover-
nance and management of private
and public institutions.

Post-1994, the media exposed
weaknesses in government pro-
grammes intended to better the
lives of the majority of South
Africans. In the process, the govern-
ment had to review its pro-
grammes, plug the gaps and re-
inforce areas of visible weaknesses. 

It is important to criticise the
role of the media within a context
of an underdeveloped or develop-
mental state.

Firstly, popular research find-
ings across the globe indicate that
most countries whose economies
are vibrant depend on the organisa-
tion and quality of the education
system. It is the media’s role to be a
watchdog of this education system. 

Secondly, the media informs and
empowers the electorate to make up
their minds and political choices.
During electioneering, political
parties quite correctly argue that
they are put into power by the qua-
lity of the programmes they pres-
ent to the electorate. Inherently, the
role of the media is to help the elec-
torate with information, knowledge
and tools of analysis to assess the
quality of proposed programmes. 

Thirdly, when President Jacob
Zuma sought to reconfigure the
government cabinet and brought
about new ministries such as mon-
itoring and evaluation, among
others, it was commended as a ges-
ture of an effort to do things differ-
ently under the new rule/leader-
ship of the same liberation
organisation, the ANC. 

The new political administra-
tion was then perceived to be pursu-
ing an outcomes-based approach to
solving past ills that bedevilled the
government machinery. So when
the government sets targets for de-
livery, it is the media and the gov-
ernment itself that must monitor
and check whether these ideals and
targets are met. Certainly, the me-
dia tribunal may assist the govern-
ment to walk over its good work
rather unconsciously. 

Fourthly, in terms of the Em-
ployment Equity Commission Re-
port, the government seems to have
done much better with regards to
the workplace transformation
agenda in comparison to corporate
South Africa, which has not yet
come to the party. 

The Black Management Forum
has observed and confirmed that
corporate gatekeepers are both
black and white across gender
lines. However, it takes a dim view
of black gatekeepers, in particular.
South Africa’s corporates need to
be exposed for non-patriotic efforts
to block a much-needed transfor-
mation in this country.

Sadly, some of the corporates
that resist transformation are led
by black people. It is the media’s
duty to expose this – which is what
it did, in not too distant past, when
some corporates doing businesses
in South Africa were reported to
have delisted from the Johannes-
burg Stock Exchange. These corpo-
rates did not care to reinvest their
money back into South Africa. 

Fifthly, South Africa is said to be
the country with the highest Gini
co-efficient after Brazil. This,
clearly, is a sign that something is
amiss. The government must make
an effort to review programmes or
tweak economic policy. The media
is best positioned to facilitate such
quality debates. 

Perhaps more resources should
be invested in training journalists
to avoid the embarrassing string of
apologies caused by poor journalis-
tic standards. 

The independent media tribunal
runs the risk of being dominated
by the ANC’s potential one-party
state. Perhaps the option is a media
court of law for the purposes of
procuring lawsuits. However, the
media, in their defence of freedom
of expression, must make sure not
to be caught divided on this matter. 

●Langa Nzuza is the Durban

branch chairman of the Black

Management Forum. He writes

in his personal capacity.
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