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Plagiarism, mistakes, tabloidism, commercialisation, playing politics – these common media maladies suggest that something is seriously rotten in the state of our journalism. Examples of excellence do exist, but they do not eclipse the vast quantity of errors and ethical lapses in the media. All over, the paparazzi model of the press threatens to prevail. Who’s to blame? News editors blame tertiary trainers for poor product; trainers finger schools for under-prepped matriculants. Reporters say the problem is top editors who don’t manage them properly; the latter pass the buck to their boards and owners who focus only on profit. Marshall McLuhan famously proclaimed the media as the message; in SA, the media is an unholy mess. And, yet, do audiences really give a damn?
These lines served as the summary announcement of this talk, but they were enough to annoy a number of journalists I know. In their view, it’s not the media in a mess, it’s me, Guy Berger. Maybe they’re right about me! But that doesn’t let them off the hook. If there is one thing that people in the media profession don’t like – it is being criticised. They’re most concerned when politicians complain, for fear that such could be followed by coercion. But they’re especially irritated when the criticism comes from what are too easily dubbed “armchair academics”, and not least those in institutions like this whose business is mainly the teaching of would-be journalists. 

This dislike for being the object of dirt being dished out contrasts, of course, with the right reserved to practitioners of the press that their coverage should critically scrutinise everyone else. When academics play fifth estate, scrutinising the fourth estate, the defensive reaction amongst media people is a mix of three things. First, a sense of betrayal – in their view, trainers and educators are supposed to be allies, not critics - as if it is only an either/or situation; Second, there is an ethos of contempt along the lines of “those who cannot do, teach” – i.e. that the educators are failed, even bitter and alienated, ex-journalists, a phenomenon that may be true in some cases but not sustaining of a catch-all generalisation; Third, there is commonly an assumption that the academics reside in remote ivory towers, with zero understanding of the complex and tough job of producing media content on an ongoing basis and even less empathy with the achievements and hard wrought miracles that emanate in fresh media content each day. Again, this reading is not without some substantiating evidence, but once more insufficient to make for a general dismissal of critique. And the fact that huge effort goes into an enterprise, and that results are produced against huge odds, does not make the outcomes immune from evaluation.  
It is not the purpose of this paper to further analyse or rebut these industry sentiments, but mainly to signal their existence and, by so doing, to then say that we have to get beyond such obstacles to dialogue. Therefore, I would express the hope that at least some media practitioners rise above their apparently instinctive resistance to criticism, and instead be robust enough to examine the substance of the complaints rather than rubbishing the source from whence they come. This is not an impractical hope as regards editors and journalists, but what about those with real power – i.e. their bosses? It is a tall order here because owners and publishers are not often in the business of pausing and reflecting on the points made by critics. This is because many, too many, of these people are, firstly, of the uni-dimensional conviction that their professional role is to continuously make as much money as possible, and secondly that their current business models constitute the sole, the obvious and the unassailable way to go about doing this. To name one specific culprit, Deon du Plessis, publisher-cum-editor of what has now become South Africa’s biggest selling daily paper, the newish tabloid publication called Daily Sun. Du Plessis gives not a toss for criticism of his product when the brickbats are being tossed from the intellectual chattering classes, because – he argues – the paper is not aimed at them. What only matters in his mindset are whether blue-collar black workers are buying it. And indeed some such people are – in great numbers. This proof of his pudding, in his view, absolves him from any need to negotiate criticisms coming from other quarters. 
The logic of this argument assumes that critics are legitimately off-the-radar (if not off their rockers) because they are wrong-footed from the start. The premise is that they commence from a position of ignorance and from a lack of locus standi, and therefore merit automatic dismissal of their points. Even more, for Du Plessis and many others who celebrate the triumphs of tabloidism in the SA market, the critics are speaking from a position of anachronistic highbrow elitism. Thus, people like me are seen to espouse a kind of high-brow cultural paternalism which jars with the populism of mass culture which is claimed to be represented in and by their papers. The Du Plessis camp attributes their success to expressing the hitherto ignored real lives of working class readers – which they see as lives of people who want to read about sex and sport, who enjoy a laugh, who half believe in water snakes that can turn into tornadoes; that they are attuned to and appreciated by ordinary people who like headlines to be more lurid than lucid, and who don’t have time for long or serious stories, or can pay more than a couple of coins for a publication. 
The website of the Daily Sun describes its readers as follows: “They are the major beneficiaries of change in this country. Their living conditions and general standard of living changed almost overnight as access to housing, electricity, running water, job opportunities and minimum wages came sweeping through under a new democratic government. Our reader thrives under these conditions and will typically take advantage of these opportunities in order to improve his or her general well-being.” 

When pressed, a gender dimension would be admitted, i.e. that the papers are not blindly targeting any working people, but cater mainly to men. But even the claims to be representing such mass interests are themselves interesting because most the powerful people running the tabloids are not exactly your average African or Coloured working class male. 
The two most successful tabloids, Daily Sun and Die Kaapse Son, are run by white Afrikaner men, Deon du Plessis and Ingo Capraro. The Daily Voice in Cape Town is driven by a former “Indian” strugglista who has been doing very well in running various non-media businesses the past 20 years. What’s interesting is that all of their publications differ from the Sunday World which was the product of university-educated Thabo Leshilo (and probably the first sign post-apartheid that tabloid newspaper journalism) could hit a spot with part of the SA public. Leshilo is now editor of the Sowetan. A distinctive difference between these two papers and the others is that Leshilo’s ones subscribe explicitly to a journalistic code of conduct and which also cover two classic tabloid topics that are almost invisible in the other papers: namely, black party politics and celebrities. Be these nuances as they may, the point is that even with Leshilo’s case, those who speak for and about African male workers are not themselves members of this community. Perhaps this explains, in some deeper way, their sensitivity to criticism that, like them, comes from social ranks outside those of the target readership. 
So here you have an interesting phenomenon: papers run by outsiders have struck a chord with the target market, but there is resistance by such outsiders to of criticism that comes from other people outside this market. However, it is not always pure dismissal of “elitist” critique. Occasionally, supporters of the Du Plessis position dilute their populism by making a small “concession” to middle-class or “politically correct” concerns. They use two arguments for this. First, there is the claim - entirely unproven – that at least people are reading something and this activity is intrinsically seen as being a “good thing”, and further that there is a likelihood the readers (who include many first-timers) will “graduate” to better quality information products. Second, is the argument that the secret of the success of the Daily Sun lies also in the volume of non-tabloid and educative user-information to be found in the paper – advice on how to open a bank account, get a driving licence, etc. 
In addition, it is claimed that the Daily Sun champions people at the raw end of bureaucracy and incompetence. I’m told that the SAP at one point even opened a temporary bureau in the Sun’s offices to deal with the numbers of problems that readers were bringing to the paper. (Incidentally, this temporary merging of institutions contrasts rather strongly with Die Son, which, I am also told, partnered with a pornographic peepshow in a caravan at the Klein Karoo Kunstefees as one way to promote its wares). To return to the Daily Sun, its accolytes in effect argue that their formula is to balance the bullshit with news-you-can-use. In other words, tabloid journalism is the packaged candy around the less palatable public service information. So, despite a common attitude of populist sovereignity over “elitist” critics, many practitioners of tabloidism are still nevertheless keen to show they have a social conscience, even if not necessarily always an ethical journalism one. The sugared-pill rationale serves as a frequent rationalisation when the tabloiders deign to give a response to the critics. 
So when they do feel moved to make social justifications, the tabloid team muster some pretty powerful arguments – that they promote reading and help the underdog.  But the most powerful of all their rejoinders to the critics is that they give the market what it wants - in contrast to us “carpers” who are said to arrogantly assume that we know what the people really desire to read. In other words, the argument is that the tabloids are the true friends of the people, solely in business doing the bidding of readers, and in contrast to manipulative agenda-driven outsiders. The tabloids are, in this view, simply technical handmaidens of the popular taste. Their journalistic personnel don’t make choices; the readers do – and they vote in favour of tabloid content. The measure of success, in such a paradigm, are the sheer numbers of people who buy and read the tabloid newspapers. At last official count, it was over 400 000 sales for the Daily Sun. 
Diverse as the SA tabloids are, ask any of the practitioners working on them, and there is this huge excitement at the circulation success of these products. It is their final and most valuable trump card against the critics, and an achievement that is valued far higher than journalistic quality or public service. This is not surprising because most of the actual journalism is not something likely to win awards. How can it be with headlines like “Gorilla raped me”. It’s mainly the frothy stuff of entertainment; designed to entertain rather than inform. In candid moments, those on the tabloids acknowledge that their journalism is bullshit, but say it is justifiable because readers allegedly know and like it as such – and are prepared to pay for it accordingly. As part of this logic, there is also a lot of pride in being able to pull off the difficult job of doing the tabloidese formula: the snappy headlines, condensed stories, and screaming designs that will secure sales success. 
Yet even if many of those in the business don’t take journalism or professional ethics too literally, academic analysis can profitably treat this new sector of the industry as an object of serious analysis which goes beyond nitpicking the defences advanced by the tabloid troopers. Three remarks are relevant here:

A first point to note is that tabloids are the print counterpart of reality TV. Just as RTV presents itself as unmediated, uncontrived, popular - and often about rivalry, sex and prizes, so too is the pose of tabloid print journalism. Both sustain and promote an illusion that this, indeed, is what life is about – all the while in secret conspiracy with audiences to suspend half the knowledge that the representations are choreographed. 
A second point to note is how both genres (tabloid papers, and reality tv), deal in deeper dreams – of archetypes about winners and losers; alliances and attractions; of a fascination with quests and how “real” narratives evolve and unfold (couple in love, stranger arrives, they fall out); of conflict and double standards and hypocrisy; of fantasy and pleasure and escape; of voyeurism and empathy combined. These are age-old themes, now re-presented in updated manifestation. They lack may nuance, and even credibility, but their major drawcard is that they are cheap, easily accessible and their content is instantly recognisable and intelligible.
A third observation about tabloids concerns their sense-making significance. Take a story in the Daily Sun last year, headlined: “Woman boils her lover”. The actual story that follows tells of a woman who threw boiling water on her boyfriend. It recounts as background the exhortation of a priest at a church service concerning the need for his congregation to cast off the stigma of being HIV positive. Picture it: The man of God hypes the crowd with hallelujahs, culminating in a dramatic appeal for those afflicted to stand up without shame. To the woman’s surprise, her partner gets to his feet. She returns home early, heats the water, and commits the crime when he arrives. Now, the article tells us, he is in hospital and she is on the run.
The tabloids by their nature are driven to dispense with the ideology that journalism is simply a matter of facts, and that reporting is getting “the” story, thereby demolishing the notion - which is part of a positivistic science paradigm - that there is one single objective story to tell, and the job of journalism is merely to find and tell it. Of course, there are lots of stories to tell, and indeed the very notion of a “story” (as distinct from other information formats) is a construct. 
What the Daily Sun has chosen in its “Woman boils her lover” narrative is a particular configuration. Suppose – and this indeed is a big supposition – the report is based a degree of factuality, as distinct from pure fiction.  Then, note how it is striking that there is no direct voice from the alleged actors or other sources, nor is there any interrogation of the actual motivations of the people involved. 
The reader is left to fill in the gaps, by drawing on tried-and-tested tropes in order to make the events meaningful. And, what is the common sense that can be mobilised for this purpose? Why, “obviously”, it is that the man had never told his lover of his status, and that he had been endangering her in consequence. Then follows the logical inference that she – of course like every wronged woman who has walked the earth – is vengeful; that females are treacherous and not to be trusted. We know this interpretation already, it is an old friend to be found in the bible, fairy tales and folktales. The Daily Sun’s story invites us to frame it in these familiar and easy ready-reference terms. 
And the further moral of this particular story is: if you’re HIV positive and want to know what’s best for you, the clear answer is: SHUT THE F… UP about your status! Of course, there are 1000 other possible readings of this story. Perhaps the man was celebrated in the service as a hero in the community for having come forward, and his wife was angered at the attention he received in comparison to her. On the other hand, perhaps she thought that people would begin to think that she would be infectious as a result. it may be that she knew he was infected but did not want him to disclose it to the public. Then again, possibly they were both infected, and the woman had counted on mutual confidentiality. Perhaps she experienced him as threatening on his return, and had defended herself with the only means at hand. Perhaps the priest might have had some poignant light to cast on the meaning of this story, but the story is silent on this and the other possibilities. There are not your common sense interpretations of the Daily Sun article. Instead, the preferred reading embedded within the current text is the stereotypical, kneejerk response painted above. And these are a series of messages that are misogynistic and mis-leading – certainly ones that are inappropriate for South African responses to HIV-AIDS. 
It is in discussing this example from the Daily Sun that one can begin to transcend the dichotomies between the critics and the tabloiders. Because it is in this example that outsider “criticism” can perhaps resonate, inasmuch as tabloid journalists take some thinking responsibility for what they do and for the serious choices they make. It is an issue where the pretence at being merely populist, at playfully being in the business of mirroring working class stories as they are, or of putting innocent entertainment candy around the educational pages, can no longer be sustained. 
On the other hand, the critics could do well to recognise that this story was on the front page of the top-selling paper, and its presence there did not evidentally halt its circulation growth trend. This tells us something which cannot be ignored by those for whom the desire to educate, uplift, improve positions them as would-be social-engineers, who seek to tell other people what’s good for them. The point is that patronising the punters does not pull readers, listeners or viewers. The topic of HIV-AIDS education is usually a big turn-off. Sowetan’s Thabo Leshilo told a meeting recently that he had lost 10 000 sales by running what he had thought was a tabloid way to feature this critical story. The front page of Sowetan had sensationalised a suggestion by Mangosuthu Buthelezi in a catchy headline: No licence, No marriage. (Buthelezi had suggested HIV tests as a precondition for marriage). But potential buyers, seeing the story was about HIV-AIDS, voted by keeping their money in their pockets. On the other hand, the Sun’s casting of the story in terms of cultural banal familiarities (though unfortunately without any questioning at all), nonetheless gets past human denial and defensiveness. 
The moral of all this is that there can be space for respect between those succeeding in reaching the masses, and those seeking “better” values in the quality of the content that gets there. Some may say these two agendas are intrinsically contradictory; I accept only that they may often be difficult to integrate. That’s the challenge facing the tabloids. But it is a wider challenge as well. If there is a mess in the media, it’s that we’re too tangled in the issues to see the lost opportunities when there is a separation between being popular, and being progressive. 
My discussion thus far has harped on about the tabloids, but the trends and issues covered are pertinent to the broader media environment. The challenge facing all outlets, including unfortunately public broadcasting, in an increasingly competitive environment, is how to draw the audiences which can then be sold to advertisers. Too many mainstream papers, intimidated by - or envious of - the tabloid circulation success, are racing in that direction. Instead of sticking to their particular character and selling point, there is a downmarket move in the direction of the tabs. It’s a You magazine formula being applied as if one size fits all. Meanwhile, while many in this audience may not be regular readers of the tabloids, many will also know that in direct proportion to the soar-away sales of these papers, the up-market This Day notched up less than 20 000 copies a day before being forced to shut shop. It was one medium that actually supplied insight into the texture of life in the country, rather than the patchy fragments we usually get. But it was one that failed to bridge from the progressive to the popular. 
Among the extant media, driving the headlong quest for audiences (at the expense of a social agenda) is the commercial imperative. Clem Sunter once made the case to me that when the mines owned newspapers, the business tradition intrinsically had experience of taking a longterm view of profitability. This contrasts with current models, where short-term returns often jeopardise the need for enduring investments. 
But to improve the quality of media means making more of an investment in the medium-term, and of integrating the populist with the progressive – and indeed the provocative. It means taking risks of trying to lead the market, not merely to follow it. It means keeping a moral compass, to quote a certain judge, even in the morass of money-making myopia.
Quality in our media is something I have touched on without really defining. One definition – as applied in Higher Education – is that something achieves quality when it is “fit for purpose”. In other words, standards are relative to the goal at hand, and poor quality is when you fail to achieve your objectives and mission. 

If the purpose of media is to make money, I guess we can say that a large part of it counts as quality product. But if there are also other purposes for this social institution, then other judgements may come into play. My assessment: a paper like This Day failed to make money or sales; the Daily Sun fails to make something significant of its journalism. 
Of course, I make all these criticisms of the state of the media mindful that as a journalism professor and occasional columnist of the Mail and Guardian website, I am stomping on rather thin ice. I wholly acknowledge that media mess-ups are not a million miles away from this very doorstep. But interventions here alone are not going to be a kind of rescue remedy.  It may be that as more media enters the market, that some begin to compete in terms of combining professional quality, popularity and social responsibility. Right now, the rising tide seems to dragging ships down, rather than lifting them. The question is: do audiences really give a damn about a dumbed-down media menu? Where are the complaints? Does any one object to an SABC news report earlier this week which commences with the words “The ANC has emerged united after its National General Council”, without even attributing this laughable “fact” to an official of the organisation. Recently I was misquoted in The Citizen as saying that news editors should spend more time with reporters, when I had said editors should spend more time with the news editors. What did I do? I let it pass without protest. Wearing my hat as a media consumer, the inference I draw from all this is that that we as a nation get the media we deserve. 
I conclude here by recalling that the title of this talk got the backs up of a number of working journalists. I have ended in a place that now accuses audiences of inaction. If that that gets your backs up, it’s not necessarily a bad thing. I only ask: don’t blame this messenger for pointing out the mess in the media.  Direct your complaints to trainers and academics by all means, but be sure to ensure that they also reach the folk who own and operate the country’s newspapers, broadcasters and websites. Failing this, we’ll move from mess to mire, from media to more mediocrity. 
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