Anton Harber

I pick up a random copy of the Rand Daily Mail from 35 years ago. April 22, 1970.

It is the eve of a whites-only election in apartheid South Africa, and black people appeared in the leading liberal newspaper of the time only as the subject of white political debate. There are no pictures of black people, there are no black sports or sportsmen in the back pages, there is no hint of what was happening in the vast black townships, there are no by-lines from black reporters. There are seven crime stories spread through the news pages, all with whites as victims.

Yet the Rand Daily Mail was more concerned about racism and inequality than any other South African newspaper of the time. This edition prominently recorded that this was the first actual all-white election, the last coloureds on the voters’ role having been removed since the last election. The paper carried an indirect plea from E A Rooks, described as a respected coloured leader in Durban: “Every white who votes is doing it for 10 Non-Whites.”

It was the only paper to report that “dark complexioned” Hawaiian surfer Ben Aipa was having difficulty getting a visa for a major tournament in Durban. By reporting on a British call to stop an upcoming Springbok cricket tour, it slipped in allegations of detention and torture by putting them in the mouth of a British politician.

And by reporting in detail on the Black Sash’s view on the elections, it drew attention to the policy of forced removals as “appalling, cruel and inhuman”.

This election came at a time when the ANC and PAC were in exile waging armed struggle and campaigning for sanctions, both anathema to traditional liberals. Most whites had retreated into the laager out of fear and insecurity. The tiny Progressive Party, the parliamentary voice of liberalism in that period with just one seat, hoped to win just one or two more seats. It failed this time around.

The RDM was the only paper directly to support the PP. Its sister paper, the Cape Times, supported the United Party, which wanted a more gentle apartheid, and the Star called on people to vote for anyone except the NP. The Afrikaans papers were unanimous in their unequivocal support for the ruling party.

In thinking back, one has to recall that in the mood of the time in white politics at least, even to support the PP, the forerunner of today’s Democratic Alliance, was considered fringe.

The RDM ran a front page editorial, under the headline “A vote for sanity”, calling on whites to cast their vote the following day for the PP. The reason to vote for them was not that they had a hope of winning, or even of becoming the official opposition, but it would “show the world that there is a considerable body of people of conscience in South Africa and it will give some hope to the voteless millions in South Africa.”

The front-page picture showed outspoken liberal MP Helen Suzman with her feet up reading “a large batch of telegrams from around the world wishing her luck”. Not your traditional campaigning picture of the candidate addressing meetings or kissing babies, but one that signalled the all-important watching eyes of the outside world.

This was the nature of liberalism in 1970 South Africa: a few concerned whites marooned on a political desert island, surrounded by the shark-infested waters of racism and apartheid, repulsed by racism and inequality, but a long way from the shores of radical black politics. Its voice was the RDM, the finest paper of its time and one that was closed by its owners exactly 20 years ago.

Under the editorship of the legendary Laurence Gandar in the 1960s, the paper had broken with a conservative tradition and become increasingly outspoken against apartheid. In the late 1960s, reporter (and later deputy editor) Benjamin Pogrund had exposed prison conditions and he and the paper had been maliciously persecuted and hounded for it. The paper began to hire black reporters and started a township edition to give more space to black news and sports, though tucking it away in a publishing ghetto. In the 1976 uprising, the paper gave some of the most extensive coverage of events, and when Steve Biko was killed in detention in 1977 the paper devoted pages and pages to verbatim coverage of the inquest. With its sister-paper, the Sunday Express, it played a key and brave role in the Info Scandal, the result of a two-year investigation which revealed BJ Vorster’s government to be corrupt to the core. In the face of increasing government censorship, the paper consistently gave more coverage to the emergence of the black labour movement, the United Democratic Front and other resistance organisations than any other “white” newspaper.

The result was that the newspaper found itself in a racial and political no-man’s land. It lost conservative white readers who were not comfortable even with the paper’s cautious liberalism, and black readers began to outnumber whites readers in the 1970s. This horrified an advertising industry still trading in anachronistic racial categories.

When I joined the paper in 1981, it was in decline, losing increasing amounts of money and battling with a deep identity crisis: the politics of the country was moving out of the white parliamentary arena, and into the township and factory struggles, but to survive the paper desperately needed to hold onto a white readership that, threatened and scared, was shifting to the right.

The end came in 1985 when the mining houses who controlled the paper and were flirting at the time with the reformism of PW Botha’s government, pulled the plug and closed the paper down, along with the Sunday Express. They had done what the government had tried for years to do and failed – and they were congratulated by President PW Botha.

It was a mistake that was to cost them dearly, as they lost the country’s best paper, the principal voice of liberal moderation and a bridge between white and black. The paper had passionate readers across the board, and they were cast adrift.

There are many who still believe that the lucrative MNet licence was shared among the newspaper groups as a reward from the government. The evidence for this is circumstantial, but it has lingered in the memories of those who could not understand the myopia of the business community’s decision.

When the Truth Commission in the 1990s held special hearings into the role of the media under apartheid, it was the liberal voices – rather than the government-supporting Afrikaans papers or the SABC – which received the most scrutiny. There was real bitterness in the charge of many black reporters that the RDM did not live up to its liberal reputation. The liberal media had not done enough to oppose apartheid, they said, and had allowed segregation and discrimination to seep into their newsrooms and pages.

RDM editors argued with equal passion that they had done all they could in the face of government censorship, financial pressures and a backward advertising industry. They felt they had held the torch for quality liberal journalism and non-racism against all the odds. A number of them were fired for doing so.

Retrospectively, I think one can say that it is true that the RDM did not do as much as it might have. The same could be said of all but a few South Africans.

It is also true that while the newsroom may have been more integrated than most in the country, inequality did not stop at the door. That was true of almost every South African institution

Nevertheless, for all the contradictions and limitations of the Rand Daily Mail, its closure hurt the country, its journalism and its opposition movement.

The country got back on track, and apartheid resistance triumphed in the end. The closer of the RDM gave birth to the Weekly Mail (now the Mail & Guardian). But there are many who feel that journalism – particularly the daily variety – never quite recovered.

