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1. Introduction: the role of the media in society

The media are both a product and also a reflection of the history of their own society 

and have played a part in it. Despite the similarities of the mass media institutions

across societies, the media are by origin, practice and convention very much national 

institutions and respond to domestic political and social pressures and to the

expectations of their audiences. (McQuail, 1994: 121)

McQuail's description of the location of the media in the broader societal context is crucial to understanding the role the media plays in any society. One is often tempted to view media as being an entity that operates in parallel to government and society. As Thomas Jefferson put it: "Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a Government without Newspapers, or Newspapers without government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter." (Keane, 1991: 2). Unfortunately for Jefferson, the media is but one institution amongst a myriad of institutions that all have important roles to play in society. Who could argue that the judiciary, the military or even an efficient health system is any more or less important than the media? 

The key issue is that the media does not operate in isolation from other institutions in society and is often defined by the nature of the government of the day and the nature of society. DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach comment on the place of the media in society: 

Viewing them as part of the complex evolutionary processes that occur when a society becomes more differentiated and achieves greater specialisation of function places them in a context of social change....The older idea that the media are independent forces’ shaping and moulding society as they wish is simplistic and outmoded. (1989: 121)

Why then has the media been given such lofty titles such as 'Newspapers, the fourth estate, the cornerstone of democracy' (De Beer, 1998: 85)? In the days preceding the 1994 elections in South Africa, one of the main cries of the political left was that information is power. It is the ability of the media to disseminate information on such a massive scale that makes it powerful and dangerous. Not only do the media disseminate information but it shapes information in particular ways. This influences what issues society is thinking about but not necessarily what they think about issues. 

Thomas Carlyle wrote: "Burke said there were three estates in Parliament; but in the reporters' gallery yonder there sat a "fourth estate" more important far than they all." (De Beer, 1998: 85). This raises a key consideration in the role of the media, the media is largely responsible for the information that the public receives about the government of the day. It is in a position to report on the effectiveness of government and to question government's motives. Whether or not the media performs this task is dependent on several variables. Firstly, whether or not the government will allow the media to perform this monitoring function. Secondly, how the media perceives itself in relation to government. Thirdly, how the media sees its audience, only as consumer or also as being the ‘voice’ of its audience. Fourthly, how do ownership, advertising and market forces affect the operation of the media? 

2. The South African media in context

The South African media in 2004 finds itself operating in an environment where freedom of expression including the freedom of the media is a right guaranteed in one of the most progressive constitutions in the world. This certainly is in stark contrast with the days of apartheid when the media were one of the most oppressed institutions in the country. The difficulty is translating the basic rights and freedoms that the media enjoys into practice. In the days of apartheid the enemy was clearly defined and opposition was directed to a common enemy. Now, however, the media has to consider its role in relation to a legitimate government, a government that is representative and democratic. 

This debate is not limited to the media; one of the strongest alliances in the struggle against apartheid was the tripartite alliance which constituted of the ANC, COSATU and the SACP. In the post apartheid era COSATU has to redefine its position in relation to the ANC government which used to be an ally. As Professor Robert Schrire, Department of Political Studies, University of Cape Town put it: “It is a golden rule in politics that to beat a candidate, you have to have a candidate. To leave the Alliance, you have to have an alternative to the Alliance, and frankly, the ANC is the only game in town.” (Paddy Harper, Independent on Saturday, 28 August 1999).
The questions facing the media are neither simple nor easy but do require the media industry to recognise that there is a need to reflect on their role and responsibilities in this fledging democracy. The questions that the media should pose to themselves must include:

i)
Does the government require total, uncritical support in the name of the advancement of democracy?

ii)
What are the implications of the media imposing a ‘moral censorship’ on itself because the government is credible and representative?

iii) How should the media intervene in national and local development priorities such as housing, prevention of crime, AIDS, rape, etc.?

iv) How do the media contribute to transformation in relation to gender, race, etc.?

3. Democracy and media freedom

The concept and practice of democracy is a highly contested terrain. Bernadette Cole provides the following working definition of democracy and its relationship to the media in her book Mass Media, Freedom and Democracy in Sierra Leone:

The concept of “democracy” has assumed a wide range of interpretations: multi-partyism, pluralism, political liberalism, etc. Whatever the definition, however, it is generally accepted that the hallmark of democracy is public accountability which is established through periodic elections. What happens between elections? How does government render account of its stewardship? In my view, the obvious answer would be the mass media. They can exercise a regular scrutiny of the activities of the government to see how performance matches promises and how programmes are being implemented. (1995: 55)

The lack of constraints gives the media the power to publish any information that it deems to be in the public's interests. Christians (1993: 27) refers to this ‘freedom’ as a ‘negative liberty’. His perception is based on the belief that libertarianism equates freedom with the absence of coercion or ‘bullying’. Freedom then is seen as a reactionary process as opposed to a proactive, participatory human endeavour. Ironically, the process of democratisation is one that is inherently about participation and development.

By focussing on individual rights and freedoms, the individual becomes decontextualised. This places the individual in the curious position of appearing almost without history, culture or ideology and most importantly without a community, which is an impossible and unrealistic proposition. These critical elements are evident in every society and influence the values and attitudes of people in society. M’Bayo and Onwumechili express this view in the following way: 

“Communication, whether social or mediated is a fundamental human activity, and the search for rules and regulations that govern communication behaviour is a trademark of human evolution. … These norms differ from society to society on the basis of prevailing cultural varieties. …” (1995: 108)

4. Lessons for pluralism, good governance and media development
The South African media is governed by a set of principles and beliefs that are rooted in a strong libertarian framework. The constitution enshrines the right to freedom of expression that includes the freedom of the press. It also enshrines the right to privacy and both these principles will constantly struggle for supremacy. The media operates in an environment that is free from restriction and formal government interference. Clearly there has been a massive shift from the previous authoritarianism. This represents the official position in the South African media context. However, there are clearly different views as to what constitutes appropriate media behaviour in the post-apartheid, legitimately governed, democratic South Africa. 
The government expects media support. The South African Broadcasting Corporation recently aired the President, Thabo Mbeki, launching the ANC’s election manifesto. Opposition parties were incensed by the action. The public service broadcaster justified its actions saying that the president had been making a speech. Some media do subscribe to the principle of imposing “moral censorship” on itself in the name of advancing democracy and supporting the legitimate government. The coverage of news and other issues display clear biases in relation to political and governmental support. Others have placed themselves in the direct line of government’s wrath by assuming the watchdog role. Their stance is clear; their job is to keep government accountable and honest. 

The critical question is what does the advancement of democracy mean for the media? It is this writer’s belief that more than ever before the media have to be vigilant and exacting in their approach to government. Government needs to be constantly held accountable for their actions and future actions.  To quote Keyan G. Tomaselli and P. Eric Louw: "Thus communication becomes a matter of politics, of confronting ideology, and ultimately of the redistribution of power to ensure that a broad-based consultative democracy can develop." (1997: 42)

A related concern that moves beyond the consideration of broad principles that provide an ideological framework within which the media functions is the nature of journalists. Journalists in Athussarian terms have been interpellated into certain subject positions and their writing will reflect these biases. P. Eric Louw summarised part of the problem as follows:

"In essence then what is being said is that the journalist (liberal or otherwise) cannot be unbiased (and even that liberal designation "objective" implies a value-judgement and hence bias). The journalist is a "gatekeeper who, whether he realises it or not, is

selecting, rejecting, emphasising and de-emphasising events so that news in its final

form is highly subjective." (1984: 35)

The question then is how do journalists ensure that they keep government accountable and relevant? One possible answer is to ensure that journalists’ approach their work critically. News and other coverage must not just involve the reporting of the facts but interpretations based on clear and logical arguments. The exercise of critical thinking to journalism is crucial, Nadine Hutton writes that: 

"Quality journalism is dependent on critical thinking. With this skill journalists may be able to excise distortion from their work and in addition may inject greater depth and insight into their texts by examining the context within which the arguments develop by dedicating themselves to fairness by presenting alternative views and evaluating and explaining their relative merits." (1997: 4)

Political influence has been a major player in the definition of the media’s functioning in society. However, another major player has emerged in the media landscape, the influence of new patterns of ownership. The main newspaper group in South Africa is the Independent Newspaper Group and is owned by an Irish conglomerate known as Independent Newspapers Plc that in turn is owned by an Irish businessman, Tony O'Reilly. This type of scenario is mirrored the world over. The implication of this type of ownership is that media coverage becomes less geographically specific and less rooted in local interests. In addition, ownership is concentrated hands of a few multi-nationals. This limits the range of perspectives that is covered in the media. It removes a key function of the media that is the presentation of a multiplicity of views. 

In general, press concentration also threatened the balanced representation of opposed political views. Especially where media proprietors belonged by definition, to the propertied classes. If nothing else, concentration seemed to spell a loss of political choice for the reader, reduced opportunities for access to the media channels and, generally, reduced media diversity (Picard et al in McQuail, 1994: 137)

The media is increasingly approaching the audience as consumers. The implication of this trend is that the media will publish information that satisfies advertisers as well as appeal to the people who can afford the medium. "A long-standing expectation that the media should contribute to education, culture and the arts has come increasingly into conflict with actual or perceived imperatives of the media marketplace, under the heightened competition for audiences." (McQuail, 1994: 138). The views of the hegemonic class will be entrenched further as the views that represent the majority of people. This is very problematic in the South African context. The legacy of the previous regime is inequality not just in terms of rights but basic needs and living conditions. Entrenching the views of the hegemonic class will also contribute towards entrenching the massive class differences that are already prevalent in this society. Those without a voice will continue to struggle to make their voices heard.

As is evident from the analysis above the South Africa media today reflects a range of  perspectives. Perhaps that is not unusual in a country involved in a complex and dramatic process of transformation. DeFleur and Ball-Rokeach write:

The media are shaped by events in the society as a whole, and they are deeply

influenced by the dialectic process of conflict among opposing forces, ideas, and developments within the media system and between the media and other institutions of society. In other words, there are numerous and pervasive ways in which a society has profound influences upon its media. (1989: 121)

The challenge for the media in South Africa is surely not only to reflect on how it has been influenced but to critically engage with the question: how does the media influence and encourage equitable and appropriate change and to question inequity and inefficiency in this fledgling democracy? 

This writer feels strongly the notion of civic transformation, the realignment of the media and facilitating the involvement of communities in the mainstream media are concepts that the South African media are obliged to grapple with if they are serious about democratisation. The debacle of the Human Rights Commission’s report on “Racism in the Media” is symptomatic of a media that is becoming more and more myopic. The report was flawed in that it failed to define what racism was, its methodology was reflective in that questions were formulated after submissions were made from various groups and finally it attempts to be all things to all people. It covers issues of content, human resources, ownership, academia, regulation and control. 

Determining the role of the media is not just the preserve of the industry or those in the dominant class. If the media is to be a real and powerful agent of democratisation it must be defined by and with the society which it supposedly serves.

Thus a central issue for the media in South Africa is the dichotomy between the libertarian approach to development – which is to report about development – and the approach which is designed for development, and which clearly needs the support of participatory media. (Emdon, 1998: 203)

A real problem facing nations in transition as we have seen particularly in the African context is that transition rarely happens peacefully. In these countries the media operated under an authoritarian system and were to all intents and purposes severely restricted by government. South Africa, a recent member of the democratic club, did undergo a peaceful transition but the South African media functions mostly within first world parameters. Nations in transition cannot be seen as a homogenous group with clearly identifiable common characteristics. There will be evidence of different types of media performance in each of these nations. Therefore it follows that there will be different media development priorities evident in each of these nations.
5. A case study: “Stripping the back page”

In order illustrate the various debates that have been raised in this paper I will talk about a campaign run by the South African Gender and Media Network, Gender Links is the current convenor of SAGEM, around the 8th March, International Women’s Day. South African gender and media activists proposed that all newspapers commit to leaving out their back page or page three "babe" section from the 5th to the 8th March 2004. These pages are dedicated to pictures of half-naked women and salacious content. The campaign went online on the 1 February 2004. 
A petition started circulating electronically on this date. The idea was to get people to sign the petition and present this to South African National Editors Forum as part of a broader awareness strategy around gender and media leading up to the 8th of March 2004, International Women’s Day. The Campaign has had an unprecedented response from both the media and the public. On record, SAGEM has 218 signatures that had been collected from the 1 February 2004 to 1 March 2004. The two most important consequences of this campaign has been the creation of awareness around the representation of women in the media and inception of a ‘real’ debate around the transformation of media in relation to gender. 
Responses to the campaign underline the real challenges involved in transforming newsrooms into gender conscious and sensitive entities, the responses vacillitated between personal attacks on the people running the campaign and the expression of support from people in communities. Gender Links’ staff was accused of being “sex starved lesbians” and “green faced” with jealousy at their well-attributed sisters on the back pages. More important, however, were the calls received from people in communities saying that they support the campaign and how can they help. The campaign created a space for people to make their voices count. Many had very strong comments to make as they signed up. Consider some of the comments below: 

Veronica Mohapeloa South Africa 
I support this campaign, hoping to get all those chauvinistic editors and reporters to mend their ways. It is time this important lesson is learnt. Especially now that we have entered the 21st century, such presentation of women in the media is absolutely unacceptable!

Rossetta Simelane Replubic of South Africa 
I fully support the campaign.Actually the back page must be stripped forever!!!!
Ditshego Magoro SOUTH AFRICA 
I think is about time we do something about how the media is portraying us as women

Edward Cottle South Africa 
I support Stripping the Back Page and Dressing it with Real News!
Virginia Molose South Africa 
congratulations on a worthwhile cause. These sort of campaigns need to live beyond 09/08. We need to now target electronic media and free television and radio from such humiliating stereotypes about women.

Seabo Gaeganelwe South Africa 
This is one campaign that is long overdue. As an individual it makes me sick that 10 years 
into our democracy the media in our country still depicts women as sex objects .Let us join civilized society in destroying this sick portrayal of Women by the "Fourth Estate".
Brenda Zulu Zambia 
As a Journalist I know we can do better than what is the Media today. We are the only ones who change the things the way they are now by being gender sensitive in our reporting. 
We are the creators of stories in the media and I am sure an alternative media is the answer. Amplifying the unheard voices can surely change the present status of the media in Africa. My appeal to fellow journalists is to be gender sensitive in reporting.

Kelvin Hazangwi Zimbabwe 
No meaning development will ever take place if we continue to ignore the gender gaps in societies. This is a big step in the right direction

Elizabeth Araujo Johannesburg 
Have we forgotten that, among other things, women make up over half of the worlds population, are responsible for most of the worlds food production, collective education, child rearing, etc? Have we also forgotten that we do have voices, purchasing power and the ability to read? It's crucial that both women and men work towards holding the media responsible to their roles as the watchdogs of society. If they fail to have integrity, if they fail to present women in a fair and diversified manner as they do with men, if they fail to denounce, & not publish, sexist or biased material and if they fail to acknowledge their role in perpetrating an archaic stereotype of women as powerless, silent and media-illiterate...then they should step down or at bare minimum, stop pretending to be objective media practitioners & supporters. This awareness raising & information sharing campaign is long overdue - thank you.

There is a historic context of inequality of the sexes to be addressed in, by and through the media. The Gender and Media Baseline Study, conducted by MISA and Gender Links, 2003 provided us with the following important findings:
· Men dominate the news both as sources and as practitioners (89% of news sources were men, 19 % were women) in the Southern African region.

· Black women who constitute the majority of our population are underrepresented.

· When women are used as sources, their exercise seems at the best of times to be limited to the private and domestic scene – as homemakers, sex-workers, victims or ramp models. 

· Images of women politicians and leaders are seldom visible.

· Older women disappear from sight and sound.

These findings prove that women in the media are largely absent as sources and their representation is limited to the very narrow categories listed above.

The “babe” pages contribute to a stereotypical view of women as sex objects. To promote gender justice this stereotype has to be challenged. Gender justice is not placed above media freedom. It is argued that it should be a practice that needs to develop alongside media freedom for the development of a free and fair society. Gender justice adds to the substance of media freedom and articulates the fundamental values that we claim to hold dear in a democracy, the right of all the people to equality and dignity.

This campaign has initiated a welcome debate; one long overdue; and surely a healthy sign as we take stock of ten years of democracy in which the one area on which we still fall far short is equality between the sexes. 
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