SAB underwrites Chair of Media and Democracy

Remarks by Prof Guy Berger, 2 August 2004

We are of course grateful for this initiative, but even more we’re also pretty excited. It is going to be a really unique opportunity to pull together serious thinking, teaching and research on the link between media and democracy. Ideas will vibrate, tongues will debate; facts are going to fly, misconceptions hopefully die. 

I know it’s the wrong metaphor, but we’re here today to pop the cork. It is probably too early in the day to raise a glass to SAB, and indeed one doesn’t want to set a bad example to journalism students in this regard.

Or, indeed, set a bad example to journalists themselves. The days when the maws of media workers were filled with either booze or fags are long gone: today it’s quality coffee and designer sandwiches. Studies, however, show that people in the profession register greater stress in these newfangled times, than did their peers of yore. I wonder if this may be connected to today’s going easier on the alcohol and tobacco than their precedecessors?

Speaking about early morning drinking corrupting our students, makes me realise that this sponsorship from SAB may have a sub-text to it. We academics thought the company was simply convinced about our powerful arguments concerning the value of media to democracy on the continent. 

Our students, however, think it is simply a recognition of pay-back time: after all they probably rank as one of the top contributors to SAB profits worldwide. 

In fact, however, SAB does already give some pay-back – every year some 30 of our micro-biology students cook up a brew, all in the interests of a scientific understanding of yeast of course, and SAB staffers run an official tasting test and pour out prizes for the winning mix. 

In explaining SAB’s support for this Chair, the more cynical amongst our students would argue not simply pay-back for their consumption habits, but super-pay back for the company picking on a bunch of Rhodes alumni. This view sees SAB as having the inside track on those nefarious satirists behind the “Black Labour – White Guilt” t-shirts. Yep, that the gang from Laugh it Off include some of our graduates. In this light, then, what better way to make amends for suing the pants off ex-Rhodes students, than to donate some hefty cash to their alma mater? 

If indeed making amends for persecuting some of our former students was a factor in SAB’s decision to do this sponsorship, then I guess we actually have Lio to thank for the Chair!  But, I don’t really believe that SAB knows about connection, and I can only risk revealing it now because the company has already paid over the money for the Chair! Thanks, guys. 

More seriously, I would urge the company to follow its fellow South African corporates and laugh off the Laugh-it-offs. I think the court case risks doing more damage to your corporate image than the spoof t-shirts themselves. 

There, I’ve just shown some democracy in action: SAB have given us a wad of very helpful cash to run this Chair for five years, and yet free speech remains unaffected. And that is as it should be. 

My further message to SAB is this: guys, it’s not so bad having an association with a reputable university which somehow incubated the Laugh-it-off teasers. Imagine if it had turned out that Rhodes journalism was staffing another thorn in your side, i.e. Noseweek magazine!

On the plus side for SAB, not all of our grads have made a business out of pulling the legs of corporates. Quite a number do sterling work in serving the business community as editors or deputy editors at Business Day, the Financial Mail, Finance Week and Sapa amongst others.

And on our staff, we have people like the former editor in chief of Zimbabwe’s biggest, but banned, newspaper, Francis Mdlongwa, who runs our media leadership institute. Talking with him the other day, the two of us discussed concurred how much media stupidly blocked from playing a democratic role in places like his home country, and how government-controlled media could work against democracy. 

But we also concurred that sometimes journalists themselves are their own worst enemies. Certainly, last year, the ethical problems in the free South African media showed that a whole lot needs to be done in order to do justice to journalist’s claims to be a democratic factor. Playing political games, being open to being used by particular factions, publishing half-truths … these are serious blemishes on what the media claims to stand for. Plagiarism, conflicts of interests, and factual inaccuracies compound the problem. 

Far from seeing the hallowed watchdog at work, the public sometimes smells the stench of a hyena. Media, it seems, is - even when free - not intrinsically a factor that builds democracy. It is something to be striven for, and in particular, something that needs greater understanding. Which is where the Chair comes in. 

I mentioned the watchdog role and the democratic dangers of it being compromised. But is that the only democratic role for the media? How about that of an imbongi, a critical praise-singer, or is that simply the lapdog model? Does the one prevent the other? This is question for the Chair to address.

There are other fraught issues that will also get attention from this post. 

First, how fundamental is a free media when it comes to assessing whether an election counts as free and fair? Can there be a free and fair poll if the media is unfree? How decisive is this factor in general, and what importance should be given to it come, for example, Zimbabwe’s election next year? And what do we say about free media wherein significant outlets violate basic ethics and undermine their democratic significance? 

Second, another topical issue for the Chair that is of relevance to the continent is the Nepad peer review mechanism. The media are cited as one of the groups to be consulted by the Peer Review team, but media freedom is specified in rather limited terms by the Nepad documents about good governance. 

As an academic post, the Chair will go beyond ad hoc and conventional wisdom formulations about media’s role in democracy. It will wrestle with complex theoretical concepts – like civil society, public sphere, and civic and advocacy journalism, and their applicability to Africa. 

It will contribute insight to our Highway Africa conference – the largest annual gathering in the world of African journalists, and now in its 8th year. It will give support to processes underway to build a pan-African editors forum, and itself convene an annual seminar.  

The Chair will also work with media production teachers to give students practical training in modes of democratically-relevant journalism, using the real-life environment of the Grocott’s Mail newspaper which is now indirectly owned by the University.

In all this, the Chair will:

· help African media make optimum sense of their situation and thence of their potential contribution.

· be deeply involved in capacity-building of a strategically-important cadre of existing and entry-level journalistic leaders.

· produce credible course outlines, materials, delivery methods, and annual seminars, as well as research, that will be available for other tertiary institutions and training groups to draw upon.

In short, the Chair will develop intellectual expertise in the general and particular issues of media and democracy. 

It is a powerful initiative in harnessing academic strengths to support the institution of the media, which in turn is critical to the success of the African revival project. 

We want SAB to see this Chair as something to be proud of, so much so that after five years in fact the company is amenable to renewing the support. That decision of course will not be based on how much Rhodes students drink between now and then (a lot), but on performance and impact. 

So, the challenge now lies with us to recruit the highest calibre person possible for the post, and to ensure delivery to the highest standards. SAB – you have partnered with a proven institution, and we guarantee you that this will be money very well spent. 
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