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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The arts are one of the deepest and most complicated ways in
which humanity reflects upon itself. I think the business of
criticism is part of that reflection. And I think the more we can
help people understand how the arts do what they do, the more it
can allow people access into that whole realm in which we become
conscious, feeling, intelligent human beings, able to reflect upon
ourselves, able to look at our urges, our needs, our desires, and not
just be cogs in some vast machine (Shaun de Waal in interview,
2000).

The arts are important tools for human expression. The arts express all sides of human
life, subconscious feelings, everyday experience or strong political affinities. Arts
journalists have the role of the mediator between the arts and their audience. According
to Denis McQuail the media “can have effects (positive and negative) on the cultural
‘environment’ of individuals as well as on personal taste, customs and ways of behaving”
(1992: 275). Arts journalists can choose to write about Hollywood movie stars or the
street musician, they can write about the latest Broadway show or kwaito music. Arts
journalists can focus on the well-known, easily consumed arts or they can seek the
counter-culture, which through the work of the arts journalists may become known,

accepted or even liked by new audiences.

In 1961 the bilingual South African art magazine Our Art Il/Ons Kuns II published an
essay on the black South African painter Gerard Sekoto. Shortly after, the national
galleries in Kimberley, Pretoria and Cape Town decided to buy Sekoto’s art as their first
purchase by a black artist (Rankin, 1995). This anecdote illustrates how influential the
mass media can be in shaping public opinion. McQuail outlines three reasons why the
social value attached to culture leads to a concern with the performance of the mass
media. Firstly, media produce and disseminate cultural texts, works which may have
intrinsic cultural value. Secondly, media may be important channels for the public
communication activities of other cultural institutions, like the arts or education. Thirdly,
media are important for participation in cultural activities and national and regional

identity (1992: 276).



Since 1985 the national newspaper the Mail& Guardian (previously the Weekly Mail) has
offered the public a broad-based perspective on the South African arts scene. Hence, the
arts journalists in the Mail&Guardian continue to play a key role through their covering
of the arts in South Africa. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how the arts are
depicted, represented and discussed in the Mail&Guardian. The research explores the
extent to which the changing political arena in South Africa has impacted on the arts

journalism in the Mail& Guardian.

In the Base Document, the policy framework of the Reconstruction and Development
Programme from 1994, the South African government claims to “affirm and promote the
rich and diverse expression of South African culture” and states that “neglected and
suppressed aspects of our people’s culture must be preserved” (ANC, 1994: 6). However,
the extent to which the guidelines have been enacted by the government itself or by the
media remains debatable. Through the research, I aim to assess whether McQuail’s
(1992) dimensions and indicators of cultural quality are indicative of the changing arts
journalism in the Mail&Guardian. Have “criteria of social morality and/or political

value” (1992: 286) been replaced with “commercial criteria for success [?]” (1992: 287).

The role of the arts in society

Paragraph 16 in The Bill of Rights of the South African Constitution states: “Everyone

”

has the right to freedom of expression, which includes (...) freedom of artistic creativity
(The Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology, 1996). The theorist Lars
Peterson (1988) defines arts and culture as intrinsic values of human life:

Arts and culture have become very emotionally loaded terms, which
explain their importance. The reason is that the definitions pull
demarcations for human quality of life. How you define arts and culture
rely on how you value human life. The deeper meaning of the words are
also concerned with democracy. In the definitions of arts and culture you
include or exclude humans and their lives, feelings and dreams, their tastes
and their t=:)szpt=:riencesl (Peterson in Bech-Karlsen, 1991: 119).

A conference about the arts held in the United States in 1997 concluded that the arts form

an important part in most people’s lives, and are therefore important to support



(American Assembly, 1997). Artists, critics, business people, academics and politicians
met to discuss the public purpose of the arts in society. The conference identified several
reasons for the importance of the arts: the arts help to define what it is to be American by
building a sense of the nation’s identity, by reinforcing the reality of American pluralism
and by advancing democratic values at home and abroad. The arts contribute to quality of
life and economic growth by making America’s communities more liveable and
prosperous and by increasing the nation’s prosperity domestically and globally. The arts
help to form an educated and aware citizenry by promoting understanding in a diverse
society, by developing competencies in school and at work, and by advancing freedom of
inquiry and an open exchange of ideas and values. Finally, the arts enrich individual life
by encouraging individual creativity, spirit and potential and by providing release,

relaxation and entertainment (American Assembly, 1997: 7-8).

South Africa faces many of the same challenges as the United States. Both countries are
multicultural and have a history of oppression, and both countries also have a huge
potential in making use of this cultural diversity to address some of the negative aspects
of the society. The definitions of arts and culture in “The White Paper on Arts, Culture
and Heritage” (Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology, 1996) stress the
diversity of the peoples of South Africa:

Arts refer to but are not restricted to all forms and traditions of dance,
drama, music, music theatre, visual arts, crafts, design, written and oral
literature (...) Culture refers to the dynamic totality of distinctive spiritual,
material, intellectual and emotional features which characterise a society
or social group. It includes the arts and letters, but also modes of life, the
fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions, heritage
and beliefs developed over time and subject to change (The Department of
Arts, Culture, Science and Technology, 1996).

The first research ever conducted on the arts in South Africa reveals a huge support for
the arts among the South African population (Greig, The Sunday Independent, February
18 2001 and Friedman, The Mail& Guardian, March 30 2001). The survey, conducted by

the South African research company Markinor on behalf of the Western Cape’s Spier

! My translation.



Estate, states that three in five people would like more of an opportunity to take part in
artistic activities themselves. As much as 93 per cent want their children to take part in
plays, learn to play a musical instrument or read poetry. Four in five respondents would
like more public funding to the arts, and three out of four believe more efforts should be

made to make the arts more accessible (Friedman, The Mail& Guardian, March 30 2001).

The belief that the interest in the arts decreases with lack of education and social class is
revealed untrue. The poorer parts of the South African population are no less interested in
the arts than the more affluent. The support for public funding of the arts is particularly
good amongst people with income less than R5 000 a year, with a support rate of 82 per
cent (Greig, The Sunday Independent, February 18 2001). Most respondents believe the
arts encourage tourism, help children achieve at school, improve cultural expression,
contribute to national pride and create jobs (Greig, The Sunday Independent, February 18
2001). Sadly, many South Africans do not have access to experience the arts. One in four
respondents have never participated in the arts, blacks being the least probable to have

this opportunity (Greig, The Sunday Independent, February 18 2001).

During the apartheid era, the purpose of the arts was debated heavily in South Africa.
Arts and culture were seen by many political activists as part of the struggle. For them,
the purpose of artistic expression was to disclose the brutality of the apartheid regime.
Some people went so far as to state that this was the only purpose of the arts, and
criticised people like Paul Simon, who recorded an album with South African musicians
and went on tour in South Africa in 1985, for not being “expressly anti-apartheid”
(Nixon, 1994: 166). One of South Africa’s most popular singers, Sibongile Khumalo,

describes the artistic climate at the time:

During those times when you talked of the arts for social
reconstruction you might as well have been talking about the ANC
or PAC, and you could end up in the jailhouse. Well, our cultural
work through political activism started very hesitantly, but we
ended up saying to hell with them, this is the work we are involved
in (Khumalo and Chakela 1996: 34).



The debate was particularly heated in 1990 after an article in the Weekly Mail by the legal
specialist in the ANC, Albie Sachs. The article, which builds on a paper delivered at an
ANC seminar, states that those involved in the arts in South Africa must move away from

only evaluating the political aspects of the arts:

Instead of getting real criticism, we get solidarity criticism. Our
artists are not pushed to improve the quality of their work, it is
enough that it is politically correct. The more fists and spears and
guns, the better. The range of themes is narrowed down so much
that all that is funny or curious or genuinely tragic in the world is
extruded (...) It is as though our rulers stalk every page and haunt
every picture; everything is obsessed by the oppressors and the
trauma they have imposed, nothing is about us and the new
consciousness we are developing (Sachs, the Weekly Mail,
February 2 to 8 1990).

Sachs’ opinions were not received well within leading ANC circles. The Cultural Desk,
which was the organ organising the cultural boycott from South Africa, answered that
“culture must be used as a weapon for struggle” (Molefe, the Weekly Mail, March 9 to 15
1990). The Cultural Desk reiterated the view of the 1984 Gaborone arts festival and the
1987 Amsterdam conference in that “one is first part of the struggle and then a cultural
worker” (Molefe, the Weekly Mail, March 9 to 15 1990). Frank Mentjies was also vexed
by Sachs’ article:

It is impossible simply to throw overboard the age-old debate

between those who accept the artist’s social responsibility and

those who opt for a narrower, more Eurocentric conception of art.

Many black artists become writers or artists because they seek to

express political ideas (Mentjies, the Weekly Mail March 2 to 8

1990).
At the National Cultural Congress in Hillbrow in June 1990, it was again stated that the
primary function of the arts was to “bring to realisation of the people as a whole the
importance of their own struggle (...) Culture is the soul of the people and therefore is
very important, a very essential instrument of the struggle” (Powell, the Weekly Mail

June 1 to 7 1990). The post-apartheid situation is quite different, and the challenge in



finding new meanings in the arts has been addressed by several artists and critics. These

aspects will be further discussed in the main body of the thesis.

The history of the Weekly Mail/Mail & Guardian

On June 14 1985, just a month prior to the apartheid government’s inception of the first
part of the State of Emergency, the two young journalists, Anton Harber, 25, and Irwin
Manoim, 29, initiated the newspaper the Weekly Mail. Manoim and Harber had recently
been retrenched as a result of the closures of the newspapers the Rand Daily Mail and the
Sunday Express. Some of the other journalists from these papers also joined the new
newspaper, working for a very small salary or even voluntarily in their spare-time. The
new creation was doomed by most mainstream newspapers in South Africa that did not
believe a newspaper with hardly any money and based only on subscriptions would
survive. The small staff at the Weekly Mail wanted to create a newspaper with an

independent voice. This was made clear in the very first editorial:

The Weekly Mail is not just another newspaper. Consider how it
was started. Not by businessmen more interested in the accounts
than the news. Not by a political party wanting a mounthpiece for
its views (...) We were convinced that many people felt that
existing newspapers were not fully servicing their needs and were
unhappy about the newspaper [the Rand Daily Mail and the
Sunday Express] closures. We also felt it was time we made sure
that our journalism was no longer dictated by interests outside of
journalism. We were tired of being at their mercy (...) It was clear
that people felt a need for serious journalism. It was clear that
many South African newspapers, pandering to what they call
“popular tastes” were not universally popular. It was clear that
people felt a thirst for information about what was happening
around them. So today we have the Weekly Mail. 1t is different
because we will try to bring you the real news, even when that
news may cause discomfort (The Weekly Mail June 14 1985).

Louw and Tomaselli (1991) defined the Weekly Mail as part of the independent social-
democratic press, which were supporters of democratic change, but did not affiliate with
any particular political movement. They also strove for independence from capitalist

interests (1991: 12). During its first years of existence, the Weekly Mail struggled because

of the newspaper’s poor economic condition, and because of the political situation in



South Africa. In June 1986, a year after the paper’s inception, the full State of Emergency
was set in effect. The staff at the Weekly Mail was harassed by the police, the office
ransacked, and the newspaper was banned for three months. The editors, journalists and
the newspaper’s lawyer became creative in finding loopholes in the law enabling them to

publish what they saw as the truth about what was happening in the country.

The first arts editor in the Weekly Mail, Charlotte Bauer, was a retrenched columnist from
the Sunday Express. She and the arts journalists in the paper set out to cover a side of the
South African arts and culture the mainstream media did not pay attention to: “The
Mail& Guardian was the first newspaper to cover the emerging indigenous culture that
arose in the early non-racial bars in central Johannesburg like Jameson’s, Kippies and the
Black Sun, the fringe cabaret and the cross-over music” (Manoim, The Mail& Guardian
June 9 to 14 1995). The State of Emergency affected South African society at large,
including the artists. The security police detained actors and poets and refused them visas
to attend openings of their own shows overseas and artists were driven underground
(Bauer, 1996: 32). For some years the Weekly Mail arranged both a film festival and a
book week, and identified with the artists who were against the establishment. The arts
section of the Weekly Mail engaged in the political side of the national cultural issues and
“the paper quickly became the burgeoning ‘alternative’ culture’s noisiest barker,

translator and umpire” (Bauer, 1996: 34).

In 1990 the Weekly Mail tried its luck as a daily publication under the name the Daily
Mail, but it only lasted for a few editions. In April 1992, the newspaper entered a
publishing partnership with the British newspaper the Guardian in London. In 1995, the
Guardian invested one million British pounds in the Weekly Mail and became the major
shareholder controlling 70 per cent of the shares. The name was changed to the Weekly
Mail& Guardian, but changed again shortly after to the present the Mail& Guardian. The

Guardian, and consequently the Mail& Guardian, are entirely owned by The Scott Trust.



However, the editorial and financial independence of the Guardian and the

Mail&Guardian is guaranteed” (Manoim, The Mail& Guardian June 9 to 14 1995).

The present situation of the Mail&Guardian appears promising. It was rewarded the
Crystal Globe for best international newspaper in 1995. It is among South Africa’s fastest
growing weekly newspapers with an increase of 13,4 per cent in 2000 (Stewart, The
Mail& Guardian, February 23 to March 1 2001). The latest circulation figure for January
2001 was more than 41 000, showing an increase from 37 456 for the period between
July and December 2000. The newly appointed editor, Howard Barrell, is flauntingly

optimistic on behalf of both the country and the newspaper:

Our growth reflects a change in the public mood. More people want
a challenging newspaper — one that confronts the issues and public
figures in forthright and sometimes irreverent fashion. The M&G is
that newspaper. This change of mood is a sign of our growing
maturity as a society. I expect further, dramatic growth in the next
12 months (...) There are another 41 000 people out there who want
the M&G. We plan to reach them (Steward, The Mail& Guardian,
February 23 to March 1 2001).

Previous research on arts journalism

The field of arts journalism is a neglected area in South African media research. One
slightly related MA thesis on South African arts criticism, written 24 years ago, is all I
have been able to locate (Schmidt, 1977). Unfortunately, the thesis has gone missing
from the library, thus leaving me with nothing South African to relate my work to. In
Norway, my country of origin, arts journalism is not a huge academic (nor journalistic)
field either, but some research carried out during the last ten years is presented in this
section. I also discuss recent work done at the National Arts Journalism Program at
Columbia University (1999b). None of the studies is investigating the same issues as I,
and it is therefore difficult to relate them directly to my work. However, Jo Bech-

Karlsen’s (1991) study of Norwegian arts journalism has been useful both to develop

2 “The Scott Trust was created in 1936 to maintain the journalistic and commercial principles pursued by
CP Scott, the long-time editor of the Manchester Guardian, and to avoid crippling death duties. Under the
guidance of the Scott Trust, Guardian Media Group has grown to become one of the most innovative and



categories for my content analysis and as a guide for some of the questions used in the
interviews. Recent surveys in the United States (1999) and Norway (2001) provide useful

references for comparison to the content analysis.

Bech-Karlsen (1991) identifies a shift towards commercialisation and consumerism in
Norwegian arts journalism, an observation which supports McQuail’s contention of
“commercial criteria for success™ (1992: 287) previously referred to. He bases the study
on interviews with 25 arts journalists and editors, analyses of newspaper articles, radio-
and television-programs and fieldwork where he observed arts journalists in three
different newspapers at work for one week. Bech-Karlsen claims that the media pays
more attention to popular culture than to traditional cultural expressions, which could
lead to a greater focus on commercialised products. What is fashionable and trendy

means more than the message’s originality and quality (1991: 25).

Bech-Karlsen criticises the great influx of previews® in Norwegian arts journalism today.
Previews, called a ‘consumer-genre’ by Bech-Karlsen (1991: 199) make it easy for
journalists to be influenced by the organiser’s self-praise through uncritical use of for
example press releases. According to Bech-Karlsen (1991), arts journalists lack opinions,
courage and imagination to make use of other sources, to ask different questions or take
the time to seek different ways of writing the articles. Bech-Karlsen (1991) discusses how
the feature rather than the preview can create closeness to the process of which an artistic

: |
expression consists .

According to the journalism students Berit Solhaug and Inger Stavelin (1994), the
coverage of the visual arts should be directed towards ‘ordinary people’. They examine
language, photographs, layout, use of sources (press releases, the artist, the organiser etc.)
as well as interviews with journalists to find out whom the articles are directed towards

and if they are examples of good journalism. Twenty-three out of 44 examined articles

successful UK media companies, with a wide rage of commercial interests” (The Guardian Media Group,
2001).

3 1 define a preview as an article focused on a cultural event prior to the event’s opening or release. For a
further definition of the different genres, see chapter three.



are previews. The rest of the articles are news, features, interviews, debates and reviews.
Solhaug and Stavelin (1994) disagree with Bech-Karlsen (1991) in that it is only the
previews that are examples of poor journalism. The language used in reviews is often not
perceivable for ‘ordinary people’, thus fail to be good journalism. Solhaug and Stavelin
conclude that in the coverage of visual arts in newspapers, the articles often function

either as ‘superficial adverts’ or as ‘highbrow intellectual analysis’.

Grete Jensen (1996) also has a more positive conception of previews than Bech-Karlsen.
She analyses music reviews and previews in two Norwegian newspapers and one
Swedish newspaper in order to investigate whether the journalists operate within two
different discourses in reviewing popular and classical music. Jensen does not see
anything wrong in previews functioning as consumer guides, but finds it worrying if an
expansion of previews leads to fewer and more superficial reviews. She is also concerned
that the possible negative results of the ‘preview-trend” only affect popular culture, thus

giving “this side of our culture an even less serious appearance” (1996: 1).

A recent report on Norwegian arts journalism carried out by academics in Bergen,
Norway (Frey, 2001) concludes that the present performance by arts journalists in general
is good. The report consists of a collection of articles evaluating different aspects of
Norwegian arts journalism. Generally, the researchers welcome the development towards
popular culture in the media, thus opposing Bech-Karlsen’s conclusion ten years earlier
(Frey, 2001). However, some articles are more critical. Erland Lavik (2001) asks if the
arts journalists have become uncritical ‘messenger-boys’ for the arts producers by
printing more and more uncritical previews (Mossin, 2001). He bases the study on
interviews with arts journalists and public relations officers at three theatres in Bergen.
The journalists interviewed are themselves sceptical of the increasing use of previews in
the newspapers. The public relations officers consider personal friendships with the
journalists as very important, and admit to targeting specific journalists they know have
certain preferences in order to get the preview’s focus as positive as possible (Mossin,

2001). According to one of the public relations interviewees, another reason for making

* This is an aspect I will further discuss in the content analysis in chapter three.
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special ‘info-packages’ is a general lack of knowledge amongst the arts journalists. The
article concludes that the media’s criteria for publication prevent more in-depth and

analytical presentations of the arts (Mossin, 2001).

A major study on the coverage of arts and entertainment encompassing the entire United
States shows that more than 50 per cent of the arts pages do not consist of journalistic
articles, but “mechanically generated listings” (National Arts Journalism Program,
1999b: 8). The study finds that features and reviews® are more common than arts news,
and that there is a mix of high arts with mass culture and lifestyle coverage with fashion
and design. The visual arts, dance and architecture get only cursory coverage, while
television, movies, music and books are covered heavily. Big city newspapers cover the
arts in more detail than in smaller cities. Newspapers adopt disparate policies for
supplementing their staffers’ work with local freelancers and national syndicates. The arts
sections lag behind both business and sports on almost every newspaper, both in its
allotment of pages and staff (1999b: 9). However, the report finds that many papers in
fact are resisting pressure to become “extensions of entertainment industry promotion”
(1999b: 11), even though editors and publishers in the United States “have touted the

bottom-line wisdom of going with the flow of mass entertainment culture” (1999b: 11).

The major weakness with all the above-mentioned studies is that they are not
contextualised. The studies solely affirm the present situation without investigating
historical, societal, economic or political aspects. The reasons for the shift towards
commercialisation and consumerism is not properly investigated in Bech-Karlsen’s study.
Stavelin and Solhaug (1994) do not discuss the reasons for the divide between
‘highbrow’ and ‘superficial’ arts journalism, nor what they mean by ‘ordinary people’.
Furthermore, the results in the surveys are not used to investigate what contemporary arts
journalism can say about society: What does it mean that hardly any space is allocated to
dance and visual arts while television and movies take up a great deal of space in
American newspapers? Similarly, what does the shift towards popular culture in

Norwegian newspapers indicate about Norwegian contemporary society?

* The American study does not make a distinction between previews and reviews.
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Content is not properly analysed, particularly in the study of Norwegian arts journalism
(2001). The report states that the increasing focus on popular culture is a positive
development. However, the content of the articles about popular culture is not evaluated,
which gives the report more a form of assertions than of valuable analysis. Scrutiny of
what the articles ideologically say, what values they represent, how well researched they
are and how in-depth they go would add value to the contention that more popular culture
is a positive development. What genres are used in the coverage of popular culture would
also have been interesting to scrutinise in the Norwegian report. This critique could also
be directed against the American report, which has a quantitative focus. To interrogate,
for example, why architecture and dance only get cursory coverage would give the

research more depth.

In general, the studies do not scrutinise the relation between arts, arts journalism and
other aspects of society, nor do they pursue longitudinal studies to reveal historical
changes. This disconnects the studies from history, politics and society in general. I
intend to pursue such contextual aspects in my investigation into South African arts
journalism through the use of discourse analysis. However, it is important to consider that
the historical situations in Norway and the United States were distinctly different from
South Africa from 1985 to 2000, which is the period I will cover in my research.
Although it is important to contextualise the arts journalism of any country in relation to
society and politics, the South African history particularly calls for an investigation into

these aspects.

Outline of the thesis

Theories of discourse form the theoretical framework of the thesis, analysed in relation to
related theories within the field of semiotics and Cultural Studies. The research is based
on three interrelated methodologies: content analysis, in-depth interviews and discourse
analysis of five articles printed in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian. Chapter two analyses
and discusses theories of discourse using Jacob Torfing’s recent work (1999) on new
theories of discourse developed by Chantal Mouffe (1979, 1988, 1996), Slavoj Zizek

12



(1989, 1990) and Ernesto Laclau (1977, 1982, 1993a, 1993b). The theoretical chapter
scrutinises philosophical problems arising out of discourse theories, and relates these
theories to other theoretical fields applicable to the analysis of arts and arts journalism.
My main theorists within in the field of semiotics and cultural studies are James Clifford
(1988, reprinted 1995), Stuart Hall (1990, reprinted 1995; 1997), Raymond Williams
(Higgins, 1999) and Antonio Gramsci (1971).

Chapter three is a presentation of the content analysis I conducted on the arts section in
the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian for the years 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000. All articles
and photographs are counted. The text part of the content analysis focuses particularly on
revealing a possible change of focus from reviews to previews, relating this to Bech-
Karlsen’s (1991) findings in his research on Norwegian arts journalism. The photographs
are classified in order to disclose whether the depiction of the different races has changed
in the arts section of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian from 1985 to 2000.

Eight in-depth interviews are conducted with previous and present arts journalists and
editors in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian. The interviews, which are presented in
chapter four, have two foci. The first is on arts journalism in general: what constitutes
good arts journalism, what describes bad arts journalism? The second focus is on South
African arts and arts journalism, particularly on the journalism in the Weekly
Mail/Mail& Guardian. The questions relate to the connection between politics and arts

journalism, entertainment and the use of sources in arts journalism.

The fifth and main chapter consists of analyses of five articles printed in the Weekly
Mail/Mail& Guardian in 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000. The analyses make use of the
research presented in the two previous chapters and draws theoretically on the
presentation in chapter two. Fairclough’s (1995) three levels of critical discourse
analysis; the text, the discourse practice and the sociocultural practice form the
theoretical base for the analyses, which aim to establish whether the ideological focus of
the arts journalism in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian has changed from 1985 to 2000.

In the last section of the chapter I use Gramsci’s (1971) terms ‘hegemony’ and ‘organic

13



intellectuals’ as well as Fairclough’s (1995) term ‘marketisation’ in an overall historical

analysis of the arts section in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian.



CHAPTER TWO: THEORY

The theoretical basis of the research on arts journalism in the Weekly
MaillMail& Guardian is discourse theory and related theories within the field of Cultural
Studies. Theories of discourse analyse and contextualise the text within a social, political,
historical and cultural framework. According to Torfing (1999), discourse theory forms
part of postmodern philosophy in that it is anti-essentialist and anti-foundationalist. It
resists established, sovereign truths, because it claims no absolute truth exists. Only
descriptions of the world can be true or false, and these descriptions are always made

within a discourse® (Torfing, 1999: 276).

Analysing the arts section of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian from its inception in 1985
until today is a daunting task because so many factors are involved in the formation and
development of the newspaper. At one time the newspaper antagonised the apartheid
structures within which it published, while at the present time it positions itself within
mainstream South African media discourse. On both structural and individual levels,
history, politics, society, arts and culture are all aspects that have shaped the arts section
in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian. Discourse theory offers a broad, but clearly defined
theoretical base from which to scrutinise some of these aspects. It takes into account the
open and incomplete character of any social totality and insists on the role of politics in

shaping social relations (Torfing, 1999: vii).

In the following chapter I investigate theories of discourse, focusing primarily on the
work of Jacob Torfing (1999). Torfing gives a critical discussion of the latest discourse
theories by Ernesto Laclau (1977, 1982, 1993a, 1993b) Chantal Mouffe (1979, 1982,
1988, 1996) and Slavoj Zizek (1989, 1990), examining in particular the relationship

between the political and the social. Laclau and Mouffe develop in the Foucaldian sense a

® Inherent in this is the understanding that the research is also established within a certain discourse that is
decisive of the results presented. I am formed in a Western discourse, a foreigner in South Africa, white,
female, an arts journalist and a student. These are certainly aspects that take part in establishing my own
discourse within which this research is imbedded.
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context-dependent, historical and non-objective framework for analysing discursive

formations (Torfing, 1999: 12).

Discourse theory draws on and incorporates a broad base of philosophy and theoretical
disciplines. According to Torfing, the concept of discourse has its roots in Saussurean
linguistics, via Louis Hjelmslev’s glossematics and the structuralism of Roland Barthes
and Louis Althusser to post-structuralist theories advanced by Jacques Derrida (Torfing,

1999: 90).

In order to contextualise, discuss and elaborate theories of discourse, theoretical
disciplines influential on discourse theory are presented and critiqued in this chapter.
James Clifford’s (1988, reprinted 1995) semiotic approach to arts and culture will be
analysed and criticised using the ideas of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer (1972,
reprinted 1995), Jirgen Habermas (1989), as well as more recent writing by Denis
McQuail (1992, 1994). Raymond Williams (1958, 1983, Higgins, 1999) and the
Birmingham school are widely acclaimed within theories of discourse. Williams’
concepts of cultural materialism will be investigated and compared to other theories
presented under the heading *“Arts, culture and discourse”. The recognised semiotic
approach of Stuart Hall (1990, reprinted 1995; 1997) is elaborated and criticised against
discourse theory under the heading “Media and discourse”. Furthermore under the same
heading, Norman Fairclough’s (1992, 1995) critique of the turn towards marketisation in
mass media is discussed. In the work of Laclau, Mouffe and Zizek, the Marxist analysis
of Antonio Gramsci (1971) was an important source of inspiration. Under the heading
“Hegemony and discourse” I shall identify some of Gramsci’s key concepts in his un-
dogmatic and reformational Marxism, and discuss his concept of hegemony in relation to

Fairclough’s concept of orders of discourse.

Discourse theory offers a theoretical and philosophical approach, but according to
Torfing has no ambition of furnishing a detailed framework for research. Fairclough, on
the other hand, does offer a framework for analysis, but encourages additional methods.

In this thesis, the methodological dilemma is resolved by presenting a content analysis
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and extensive interviews as independent research in the two following chapters, and then
incorporating these segments in the critical discourse analysis loosely based on
Fairclough’s methodological framework in chapter five. While the content analysis forms
the quantitative part of the analysis, the interviews and discourse analysis form the
qualitative parts. This mixing of qualitative and quantitative styles of research and data is
called triangulation of methods (Neuman, 2000: 125), which in this thesis is applied to
illuminate the investigative project from different perspectives. The methodological
approaches in the content analysis, the interviews and the critical discourse analysis are

presented in the relevant chapters.

Theory of discourse

Torfing offers a broad and relational definition of discourse:

Discourse is a relational totality of signifying sequences that
together constitute more or less a coherent framework for what can
be said and done. The notion of discourse cuts across the distinction
between thought and reality, and includes both semantic and
pragmatic aspects. It does not merely designate a linguistic region
within the social, but is rather co-extensive with the social (1999:
300).

While Torfing has a philosophical and theoretical approach to discourse theory,
Fairclough is concerned with appropriating the discourse theory to functional media
analysis. Fairclough outlines two main definitions of discourse. The first defines
discourse as “social action and interaction, people interacting in real social situations”
(1995:18), a definition predominant in language studies. The other defines discourse as “‘a
social construction of reality, a form of knowledge” (1995:18), found in the work of post-
structuralists such as Michel Foucault (1977). Fairclough incorporates the two in his
elaboration of a critical media discourse theory. According to Fairclough, discourse
analysis is concerned with both text and practice in finding a link between text, discourse
practice and sociocultural practice. While the text-level is the micro level in the analysis,
discourse practice is the meso-level, including the production and consumption of text.

The sociocultural level, the macro level, includes both the close context in which the text
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is produced as well as the wider economic, political and cultural contexts’ (Fairclough,
1995).

Philosophical aspects of discourse

Postmodernism shares many philosophical assumptions with post-structuralism. Post-
structuralism questions the traditional notion of closed and open structures. This has
formed the development of a more playful writing, leading to the collapse of academic
boundaries and the destabilisation of pre-given, self-enclosed unities (Torfing, 1999: 54-
55). Postmodernity has demolished a belief in the divine grounding of the world, and
questioned the possibility of a “fundamental ontology that can provide an ultimate ground
able to ensure the intelligibility of a world of objective, social essences” (Torfing, 1999:

61).

These post-structuralist and postmodern notions form an important part of discourse
theory. According to Laclau, the concept of discourse has roots in the transcendental turn
in Western philosophy (Torfing, 1999: 84). Classical transcendentalism “urged us to
focus not on the concrete facts, but rather on their conditions of possibility” (Torfing,
1999: 84). However, there are two important differences between classical
transcendentalism as taught by Kant and Husserl and theories of discourse. Classical
transcendentalism conceives the conditions of possibility as ahistorical and invariable,
while theories of discourse insist on historicity and variability. Secondly,
transcendentalism is in some sense anchored in an idealist conception of the subject as
the creator of the world, while theories of discourse rely on a notion of structure. Thus,
“our cognitions and speech-acts only become meaningful within certain pre-established
discourses, which have different structurations that change over time” (Torfing, 1999:
85). Discourse, as a result of the post-structuralist deconstruction of closed and centred
structures, is a “differential ensemble of signifying sequences that, in the absence of a

fixed centre, fails to invoke a complete closure. (...) Discourse (...) determine[s] the

7 Fairclough'’s three levels of critical discourse analysis will be further investigated when appropriated in
the analysis of media texts in chapter five.
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identity of the social elements, but never succeed[s] in totalising and exhausting the play

of meaning” (Torfing, 1999: 86-87).

If, due to the fact that structures are changing over time and that cognition only is
constituted within discourses consisting of open structures, a problem with history arises.
If meaning is constantly changing, then it would be impossible to apply the theories of
discourse to any phenomena other than contemporary ones, and even these would quickly
lose validity. Hence, this could disqualify a longitudinal critique of the arts section in the
Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian, since it would not be possible to evaluate the newspaper in
a different political, societal and historical past without being able to analyse the

contemporary discourse of that time.

Hall (1996) criticises Laclau and Mouffe’s notion that nothing exists outside discourse.
Hall acknowledges that cultural forms are never fully closed (1996: 145-146), but insists

on a reality outside discourse:

It is a sustained philosophical effort, really, to conceptualise all
practices as nothing but discourses, and all historical agents as
discursively constituted subjectivities (...) [Laclau and Mouffe]
think that the world, social practice, is language, whereas I want to
say that the social operates /ike a language (sic) (1996: 146).

While Hall’s (1996) criticism of Laclau and Mouffe (1982) is theoretically based, my
critique also involves the methodological side of the problem. Torfing (1999), suggesting
that theories of discourse should only be applied as philosophical critique and not as a
method, is not as much affected by this criticism as is Fairclough. Nevertheless, it is
Torfing who offers a solution to my critique by introducing the concept of ‘the
discursive’ or ‘the field of discursivity’. As previously established, discourses are made
up of open structures, which again leads to an absence of fixed centres. The centres are
mutually substituting and thus will only produce partial fixation of meaning. A partial
fixation of meaning rests upon precise conditions of possibility; hence there will always
be something that escapes the continuous process of signification within discourse. The

partial fixation of meaning produces a surplus of meaning, which is termed ‘the
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discursive’ or ‘the field of discursivity’. The discursive is never completely absorbed by
discourse and continues to constitute a field of undecidability, which discounts the
possibility of a stable set of differential position within a discourse (Torfing, 1999: 92-
93).

This explains to a large degree my critique on the problem of the ‘now-ness’ of discourse
theory; as history evolves a surplus meaning will always be created. Even though a
discourse irreducibly will change ‘character’, ‘truth’ or ‘meaning’ with time, through the
field of discursivity it is possible to track changes within the discourse. Hence, even
though the discourse within which the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian exists has changed,
it is possible to develop a critique using theories of discourse in order to scrutinise the
changing discourses and field of discursivity within which the Weekly

Mail/Mail& Guardian once operated and within which it operates today.

Arts, culture and discourse

Semiotic analysis is the basis for Clifford’s essay “On collecting art and culture” (1988,
reprinted 1995). Clifford breaks down the notion of arts and culture in a semiotic analysis
of ‘signifying practices’. Using a Maori exhibition in the West as an example, Clifford
describes the individual collection of art as the pivot on which culture turns, and comes to
the conclusion that this system of collecting arts and culture becomes crucial to the

formation of “Western subjectivity” (During, 1995: 49).

Clifford uses Williams” works to follow the elaboration of definitions of arts and culture.
According to Williams, art predominantly meant skill in the eighteenth century. Culture
was used agriculturally and personally; both plants and people could be cultivated. By the
1820s art increasingly designated creativity and expressive genius. The artist was set
apart from or against society, whether ‘mass’ or ‘bourgeois’ (Clifford, 1988, reprinted
1995: 63). Culture came to signify what was elevated, sensitive, essential and precious in
society. After 1800 art and culture emerged as domains of human value, protecting the
best creations of humankind (1988, reprinted 1995: 64). In the twentieth century, the

anthropological definition of culture emerged as alternative to racist classifications of

20



human diversity: “Culture in its full evolutionary richness and authenticity, formerly
reserved for the best creations of modern Europe, could now be extended to all the

world’s populations” (1988, reprinted 1995: 64).

In an examination of the concept of art, Clifford adopts Greimas’ (Greimas and Rastier

1968) ‘semiotic square’ in order to scrutinise four corners of distinction in art:

(authentic)

2

History and folklore
The ethnographic museum
Material culture, craft

1

Connoisseurship
The art museum
The art market

Art e —— Culture

Original €—— Collective

Singular Traditional

(masterpiece) (artefact)

Not-culture Not-art
New Reproduced

Uncommon Commercial

3

Fakes, inventions

The museum of
technology

Ready-mades and anti-art

4

Tourist art
Commodities

The curio collection
Utilities

(inauthentic)

Clifford uses this diagram to analyse the temporal and spatial traffic of arts and culture:
“While the object of art and anthropology are institutionalised and powerful, they are not

immutable. The categories of the beautiful, the cultural, and the authentic have changed
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and are changing” (Clifford, 1988, reprinted 1995: 59). For example, traffic moves
mainly from zone two to zone one, making an object previously being termed as

‘ethnographic culture’ into ‘fine art’ after being located in Western art galleries®.

Clifford’s essay raises many very interesting points on the notions of arts and culture, and
the changing temporal and spatial conception of arts and culture in relation to for
example tourist art and crafts. Structuring the major points into a scheme makes it
approachable for the reader although it also makes the concepts somewhat static and
instrumental. Clifford does not scrutinise the discourses within which the different arts
and cultures exist. He does not interrogate to a satisfying extent what lies behind what he
calls the ‘traffic from one zone to another’. As John During questions: “What has
happened to categories like exploitation or even power here?” (During, 1995: 49).
Furthermore, Clifford states that the “distinctions between high and low culture were
erased” (1988, reprinted 1995: 64) in a less elitist concept of culture in the twentieth
century. He continues by stating that exotic, archaic and primitive objects “came to be
seen as art. They were equal in aesthetic and moral value with the greatest Western
masterpieces” (1988, reprinted 1995: 64). However, these arguments are most
contentious, and seem to suit Clifford’s further analysis more than actually scrutinise how

homogeneous this period of history actually was in terms of evaluation of art and culture.

Adorno and Horkheimer definitely hold up the distinction between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art
(1972, reprinted 1995). They blame the industrial age for modern culture industry, which
produces products for the masses, representing ‘average life’ in capitalist society. For
Adorno and Horkheimer, ‘high’ art still exists as mass culture’s opposite: “The culture
industry does not sublimate; it represses” (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1972, reprinted
1995: 38). A similar statement is made by Jiirgen Habermas, who elaborates what he
finds as a shift from a culture-debating to a culture-consuming public: “Serious

involvement with culture produces facility, while the consumption of mass culture leaves

¥ See chapter five for an appropriation of the ‘semiotic square’ in the discourse analysis of the articles by
Ivor Powell and Mark Gevisser.
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no lasting trace; it affords a kind of experience which is not cumulative but regressive”

(1989: 166).

These ideas stand in quite direct opposition, although not politically, to Williams (1958,
1983 og Higgins 1999), on whom Clifford based much of his material. Williams, much of
whose work forms the foundation of Cultural Studies, wanted to reform the Marxist focus
on economy as the sole basis of society. Williams (Higgins, 1999) developed the term
cultural materialism, a response to English literary studies considered by Williams as
bourgeois in both theory and practice. Bourgeois literary analysis emphasises the
individual over the social, and has a tendency to veer towards ahistorical and apolitical
analysis. According to Edward Said (1983), “bourgeois literary theory produces an idea
of literature as a pure textuality cut off from the entanglements of all worldly
circumstance” (Higgins, 1999: 125). Cultural materialism is *“the analysis of the
constitutive grounds and force of all forms of signification at work in human society”

(Higgins, 1999: 135).

Williams claims that norms and taste are nothing more than bourgeois categories
claiming objectivity from an actively consensual class sense (Higgins, 1999: 128).
Williams likewise objects to the idea of considering language merely as the medium
through which thoughts are expressed. Williams claims that language is always a social

practice:

No expression, no account, description, depiction, portrayal — is
‘natural’ or ‘straight forward’. These are at most socially relative
terms. Language is not a pure medium through which the reality of
a life or the reality of an event or an experience or the reality of a
society can ‘flow’. It is a socially shared and reciprocal activity,
already embedded in active relationships, within which every
move is an activation of what is already and reciprocal or may
become so (Williams in Higgins, 1999: 133).

Williams sees language as the practice of human sociality in itself, and criticises both
Marxist and bourgeois literary theory for overlooking the productivity of the text.

According to Williams, texts can contest, as well as articulate or embody, given
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ideologies’. The task of cultural materialism is to attend to the constitutive role of
signification within cultural processes, and to seek to integrate the three usually separated
dimensions of textual, theoretical and historical analysis. Through this integration the
fundamental social role of language and communication can be fully understood

(Higgins, 1999: 135).

The analogy with theories of discourse is striking. Just as Williams through cultural
materialism disassociates from one ‘truth’, both in dogmatic Marxism and in English
bourgeois literary criticism, so do theories of discourse. Theories of discourse do not
build directly on a critique of Marxism as Williams does, but discourse theory is
influenced greatly by Marxist theories, particularly the reformist theories of Gramsci,
which is an obvious source of inspiration for Williams as well. Williams’ emphasis on
ideology in language, that no language or expression is innocent, also resembles theories
of discourse. Finally, perhaps the most important point in theories of discourse and in
Williams’ theory, is the relativity of ‘truth’. For both positions, truth is always created, it

is never pure.

Media and discourse

Semiotic analyses are often incorporated into discourse analysis and widely used in
media theory. In the essay “Encoding, decoding” (1990, reprinted 1995) Stuart Hall
develops a communication model analysing the encoding and decoding of a message in a
complex chain of discourses of production, circulation, distribution, consumption and

reproduction.

According to Hall’s model, prior to sending the message, there is technical infrastructure,
for example a television production. There also exist relations of production and a
framework of knowledge that sends out the message. The first step in the communication
process is encoding, ‘filling in the meaning’. The second step is the message, for example

the television programme as ‘meaningful’ discourse. The third step is the decoding of the

? See the discourse analysis of the articles written by Pat Schwartz and Mark Gevisser in chapter five for a
further discussion of text and ideology.
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message into another set of frameworks of knowledge, relations of production and

technical infrastructure (1990, reprinted 1995: 94).

According to Hall, what are called distortions or misunderstandings in communication
arise out of the lack of equivalence between the two sides, that is the encoding and the
decoding in the communicative exchange. Thus, the coding of a message does control its
reception, but each stage in the communicative exchange has limits and possibilities.
Every stage in the process is framed by structures of understanding, like economics and
politics, and these frames shape the reception of the message'’. This defines the relative
autonomy of the entry and the exit of the message. According to Hall, “reality exists
outside language, but it is constantly mediated by and through language: and what we can

know and say has to be produced in and through discourse” (1990, reprinted 1995: 95).

Hall distinguishes between three different positions of interpreting a sent message. The
first is the dominant-hegemonic position, which means the viewer is operating within the
dominant code. This is the ideal-typical case of ‘perfectly transparent communication’
because the respondent decodes the message identical to the way it has been encoded
(1990, reprinted 1995: 101). The second position is the negotiated code. Decoding within
the negotiated position acknowledges the hegemonic definitions, but makes at the same
time a more negotiated application to ‘local conditions’ (1990, reprinted 1995:102).
Finally, the oppositional code implicates that the receiver decodes the communicative
event in an oppositional reading. The receiver might perfectly understand both the literal
and the connotative inflection by the discourse, but chooses to decode the message in a

contrary way.

Lasswell’s (McQuail, 1994) basic linear communication model, ‘sender-message-
receiver’, is scrutinised in Hall’s semiotic analysis with the intention of establishing the
more complicated aspects inflicting on a communicative event or process. The basic
communication theories of Hall are appropriated to a large extent in discourse analysis.

The difference between the two approaches is that discourse analysis interrogates a wider

' See the analysis of the article by Mark Gevisser for a closer scrutiny.
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field than semiotics. While semiotic analysis, as exemplified by Stuart Hall, uses only the
text in analysis, discourse theory opens for the use of various methodological approaches
outside the text itself. As During (1995) states: “Semiotics’ capacity to extend its analysis
beyond particular texts or signs is limited: it remained an analysis of ‘codings’ or

‘recodings’, not of uses, practises or feelings” (1995: 5).

In his article, Hall does not enquire what establishes the discourses enabling different
readings in the coding and the decoding of the message. Hall verifies the relative
autonomy of the different stages in the communication process, and the relative
autonomy of the receiver, but does not interrogate what constitutes the various discourses
at the different stages of the communication process. Hall does not ask why each stage
has its relative autonomy or what locates some receivers within the oppositional code
while others are within the dominant-hegemonic code. Hall meets this criticism to some
extent by developing ‘the circuit of culture’ together with Paul du Gay, in an elaboration
of the communication model (Hall, 1997). In this model, Hall accounts for aspects
regarding regulation, identity and representation in relation to consumption and

production (1997: 1).

The aspects I criticise in Hall’s article might be interrogated with the use of discourse
theory. Discourse theorists investigate outside language itself in order to establish what
influences the appropriation of different discourses. According to Torfing, discourse
theory allows for the inclusion of both physical objects and social practices as meaningful
parts of discourse (1999: 40). For Lauclau and Mouffe, the concept of discourse
“designates the constitution of a signifying order that is reducible to neither its linguistic
nor its extra-linguistic aspects” (Torfing, 1999: 40). Another significant difference from
the semiotic theory of Hall is that discourse theorists do not ascribe to a reality outside
language. All approaches to the truth will have some kind of ideological luggage, because

all realities are created within a discourse:

There is no pure original meaning, but only possible discursively
constructed meanings (...) We can establish what to us seems true,
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right and good, but the possibility of a transcendental grounding of
our beliefs is forever ruled out (Torfing, 1999: 219 and 276).

Torfing puts forward three contentions to demonstrate that an adoption of a theoretical
discourse perspective destabilises the traditional communication model. First, he claims
that the essence of communication is not the exchange of intentional messages from a
sender to a receiver, because written communication must retain its readability despite
the absence of a clear sender or receiver. Citing Derrida (1988), Torfing asserts that
communication rather acquires its identity from “the iterability of the mark in the absence
of any empirically determined subject” (1999: 219). Second, Torfing states that the
“message does not possess a pure, intentional content, but is discursively constructed in
and through hegemonic (mass) media configuration” (1999: 218-219). Third, not only the
message, but also the communicators and audience are constructed within a discourse,
because, as previously stated citing Mouffe and Laclau, there is nothing outside discourse
(1999: 219).

Having stated that all media messages are constituted within a discourse, that they do not
possess one intrinsic meaning but are shaped by spatial and temporal movement, it is of
interest to interrogate what influence the media can have on society and what may
influence the media. The media have the power to influence knowledge, beliefs, values,
social relations and social identities, and consequently play an important role in society,

often more important than we realise (Fairclough, 1995: 2).

According to Fairclough, there are two tensions affecting contemporary media. One is an
increasing tendency in the media to move towards entertainment, to be “marketised”. The
second is the tendency of the media to become “conversationalised” (1995: 10).
Concerning the first point, the media are being drawn into operating on a market basis
within the leisure industry, because of increasing pressures and competition (1995: 11-
12). John H. McManus (1994) has a similar approach in his study on market-driven
journalism. McManus argues that normative principles of journalism are losing against
the market forces, making news production into a hunt for profit rather than the public

good. This is a tendency clearly seen also in the Mail& Guardian. When it started in

27



1985, its rationale was not about making money, but about making a change. After
investing one million pounds sterling in 1995, the English newspaper the Guardian then
acquired 70 per cent of the shares, and started making demands about the economic

viability of the paper' .

However, not only purely economic issues are at stake. Also more general social and
cultural changes play a role concerning the shift towards entertainment in the media.
Anthony Giddens (1991) sees these changes in terms of ‘“societies becoming
problematic” (Fairclough, 1995: 11). These are ‘problems’ relating to relationships based
on authority, opening up and democratisation of social relations, a new public prestige for
‘ordinary’ values and practices, popular culture, including ‘ordinary’ conversational
practices (1995: 11). South Africa might be a good example of a society ‘becoming
problematic’ with a total political alteration, resulting in new and different cultural and
social values given importance. Popular culture and ‘ordinary’ values have been given
increasing importance in the arts section of the Mail& Guardian since the middle of the

1990s'?.

According to Fairclough, marketisation undermines the public sphere, because the
ideology of the market considers people as spectators rather than participating citizens.
Marketisation can be seen as part of normalisation and naturalisation of consumer
behaviour and culture (1995: 12-13). This corresponds with McQuail’s (1994) charges
about the production of popular culture. He claims that popular culture is produced by
large corporations with an overriding view to their own profits, rather than presenting
cultural value to the people, who “are treated as consumer markets to be manipulated and

managed” (1994: 105).

' As Irwin Manoim, one of the two founding editors in the Weekly Mail/Mail&Guardian formulated the
Guardian's economic demands: “Those terms were that a viable long-term business plan [had to] be drawn
up, with a yardstick against which progress could be measured once that the paper [was] restructured along
the lines of other Guardian subsidiaries, with a hierarchical structure, one person responsible for each
department” (1996: 194).

See the discourse analysis of the group of articles concerning the Miss South Africa pageant in chapter
five for a discussion of the effects of commercialisation and marketisation.
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The extent to which a newspaper is influenced by the general shift towards marketisation
is based on ideology. Ideology by Fairclough is understood “as ‘meaning in the service of
power’ - ideologies are propositions that generally figure as implicit assumptions in
texts, which contribute to producing or reproducing unequal relations of power, relations
of domination” (1995: 14). The media present or represent marketisation through
language. Media language includes or excludes particular ways of constructing social
identities and particular constructions of social relations. According to Fairclough, the
mass media operate within and forms an important part of a system or discourse, and it is
important to consider all the different aspects of discourse the media shapes, and are
being shaped by (1995: 12). Torfing defines the role and the power of the media as a site
of an identity-battle:

Mass media culture is a site where battles over identity,
distribution and societal control are fought out. Mass media help to
establish and maintain the hegemony of specific cultural groups by
producing and promulgating social myths and imaginaries, but
they also provide the means and material for resistance and
counter-hegemonic struggles (1999: 210-211).

Hegemony and discourse

Fred Ingles claims that discourse is defined not by its will to truth, but by its will to
power (1996: 108). The claim is based on the work by Michel Foucault (1977) regarded
as a forerunner in studies of discourse. Foucault asserts that all arguments as to truth are
driven by the will to power. To make a truth claim is to make a power claim (Ingles,
1996: 107). The concept of hegemony might help to understand the relations of power

and resistance and how they are shaped in and through the language of the mass media.

“Hegemony and discourse are mutually conditioned in the sense that hegemonic practice
shapes and reshapes discourse, which in turn provides the conditions of possibility of
hegemonic articulation” (Torfing, 1999: 43). With the use of Laclau and Mouffe’s work,
Torfing defines hegemony as “the expansion of discourse, or set of discourses, into a
dominant horizon of social orientation and action by means of articulating unfixed

elements into partially fixed moments in a context criss-crossed by antagonistic forces”
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(1999: 101). According to Torfing, this definition is valid in analysing processes of
establishing and maintaining political and moral-intellectual leadership, meaning not
necessarily a state leadership, but more generally dominant discursive constructions in a

society (1999: 101).

The Russian Marxists Axelrod and Plekhanov (Torfing, 1999) first used the term
hegemony in describing the weak Russian bourgeoisie needing the help of the strong
working class. The term was introduced to account for the extraordinary historical
situation where the proletariat carried the task of the bourgeois revolution in the
destruction of the feudal order. Hegemony was a term associated with the dislocation of
normal development (Torfing, 1999: 107). In the Leninist tradition, hegemony is defined
as the political leadership of the working class within a broad class alliance (Torfing,
1999: 108).

It was the Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci (1971) who replaced this authoritarian notion
of hegemony with a more democratic one. Gramsci developed the term to explain the rise
of Italian fascism. Hegemony generally implies dominance by one part over another with
the use of not only coercion, but also more importantly, consent. Gramsci does not define
hegemony in terms of preconstituted identities, but rather as a process of production of a
new collective identity. It is the political struggle within the state, economy and civil
society that determines the faith of competing hegemonic projects (Torfing, 1999: 108-
109).

Gramsci identifies civil society and the state as “two major superstructural levels” (1971:
12) which correspond to the function of hegemony. Civil society consists of institutions
like the trade unions, schools, churches or the media, while state institutions are the
courts, the police and the army. Civil society is the engineer of consent, while the state
most often is the site of repression. Thus, hegemony is a dialectical relationship between
political leadership and moral and intellectual leadership (Gramsci, 1971: 12-13).

Hegemony describes the balance between the ideological and the repressive, but it is only
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weak states that need the use of coercion. Strong states rule through consent created by

the moral and intellectual leadership:

A social group dominates antagonistic groups, which it tends to
‘liquidate’, or subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads
kindred and allied groups. A social group can, and indeed must,
already exercise ‘leadership’ before winning governmental power
(Gramsci, 1971: 52).

In Gramscian terms, there exist two forms of hegemony: transformism and expansive
hegemony. Both involve revolution and restoration, but restoration dominates
transformism and revolution dominates expansive hegemony (Torfing, 1999: 111).
Transformism is a defensive type of politics which involves gradual absorption, achieved
both by active elements in allied groups as well as from antagonistic groups. According
to Mouffe, the preferred method is expansion of relations of difference, and the goal is a
passive consensus, which neutralises antagonistic forces and disunites the masses
(Torfing, 1999: 111). Following the ideas of Gramsci and elaboration of Mouffe, Torfing
defines expansive hegemony as a “formation of a collective will with a national-popular
character, which is able to promote the full development of particular demands and lead

finally to the resolution of the contradictions they express” (1999: 111).

Gramsci names the organisers of the masses the ‘organic intellectuals’, which varies from
the Leninist version of the intellectual and his/her role. The traditional Marxist
interpretation of intellectuals is “conveyers of science who can ally themselves with the
proletariat by choosing to become professional revolutionaries” (Torfing, 1999: 111).
These ‘professional revolutionaries’ resemble Gramsci’s term ‘traditional intellectuals’
whom he distinguished from the ‘organic intellectuals’. Traditional intellectuals appear to
embody historical continuity above socio-political change. Philosophy and culture
expounded by traditional intellectuals, such as doctors, lawyers, philosophers or clerics,
are made up largely of anachronistic elements. They inherit a higher social position in
society simply by their occupation, and are often looked up to by their fellow citizens in

lower societal positions (Gramsci, 1971: 14).
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Organic intellectuals are not distinguished by their profession, but rather by their function
in directing the ideas and aspirations of the class to which they belong (1971: 3). The
organic intellectuals articulate the concerns and needs of the people, and belong to the
same historic times as those whose interests they express. Organic intellectuals may be
involved in production, but their relationship to the productive forces is an essentially
mediated one, and can thus be seen as constituting part of the superstructure rather than

the base, both within the area of civil society and the state (1971: 12).

Gramsci’s understanding of intellectuals involved all people: “All men are intellectuals,
but not all men have in society the function of an intellectual” (1971: 9). The
characteristic of an intellectual is that s/he exercises an organisational function, whether

in the field of production, politics or culture (1971: 97).

Fairclough’s term order of discourse'® can usefully be examined as a domain of cultural
power and discourse (Fairclough, 1995: 67), and resembles thus the Gramscian term
hegemony. The media order of discourse is used to describe all external and internal
relational and oppositional discourses that constitute phenomena and how these
phenomena change temporarily and spatially within the discourses constituting the order
of discourse (1995: 62-74):

For instance, advertising may be rooted in the orders of discourse
of commodity production, distribution and consumption, but it has
come to be an element in the orders of discourse of diverse
institutions — education, medicine, the arts, and so forth. It follows
that discourse analysis should always attend to relationships,
interactions and complicities between social institutions/domains
and their orders of discourse, and be sensitive to similarities in
social organisation and discourse practices between different
institutions (1995: 63).

Fairclough finds it particularly useful to analyse the media order of discourse, because it
affects major changes in society. A description of media order of discourse is concerned

to specify what internal and external communicative events are chained together, and the

'* The term originates from Michel Foucault.
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transformations texts undergo in moving along this chain and how earlier texts are
embedded in later ones (1995: 65). An example of this is the negotiation within broadcast
media between the more traditional order of discourse of public service broadcasting and

the commercial order of discourse of the market and consumerism (1995: 63).

According to Fairclough, in analysing media orders of discourse, two important questions
should be investigated. How unitary, or how variable, are media discursive practices?
How stable or how changeable are they? Typical of a settled and conservative society are
unitary and stable discursive practices, typical of an unsettled society are variable and
changeable discursive practices (1995: 65): “Where there is variability, selection between
alternatives may, for instance, involve political and ideological differences and struggles,
attempts to cater for different ‘niche’ audiences as well as differences of professional or
artistic judgement” (1995: 66). Applying Fairclough’s distinction between unitary and
changeable societies, the South African society was, and still could be described as a
society with variable and changeable discursive practices. The political situation during
apartheid could be characterised as a hegemony based more on coercion than consent. As
stated in chapter one, the Weekly Mail formed a part of the counter-hegemonic forces at
the time. The arts section of the newspaper wanted to present cultural counter-hegemonic
arts and culture. The extent to which they managed to bring into the limelight and critique
arts and culture of the suppressed part of the population is covered through a content

analysis presented in the following chapter.

33



CHAPTER THREE: CONTENT ANALYSIS

The content analysis is a quantitative approach to establish whether there has been a
change in the arts section in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian from its inception in 1985
until 2000, and if this possible change resembles general changes in South African
society and politics. “Understanding how relations are constructed in the media between
audiences and those who dominate the economy, politics and culture, is an important part
of general understanding of relations of power and domination in contemporary
societies” (Fairclough, 1995: 126). In order to investigate the relation between the arts
journalism in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian, and politics, arts and culture, a content
analysis of photographs and articles from the arts section of the Weekly
Mail/Mail&Guardian in the years 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000, is carried out. The
photographs are categorised according to race and gender, and the articles are classified

according to their different genres”.

Methodology

As pointed out in the theory chapter, discourse theory, with its anti-essentialist and anti-
foundationalist outlook, does not offer a clearly defined methodology. Discourse theory
claims that no absolute truth exists (Torfing, 1999). Hence, it might be difficult to
approach an area of research following the theoretical ideas of discourse too rigorously.
Nevertheless, having theories of discourse as a philosophical, but not methodological
base, gives freedom in research methodology. In Fairclough’s outline of a critical

discourse analysis, he stresses the need to apply other forms of analysis than the textual:

[L]anguage analysis [is] one of a range of types of analysis which
need to be applied together to the mass media, including
complementary forms of analysis which can generalise across large
quantities of media output (for example forms of content analysis
as well as forms of cultural and sociological analysis) (1995: 15).

Hence, content analysis is applied in this thesis to provide a broad numeric insight to the

arts journalism in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian. Content analysis is “a technique for

'* A genre is a particular style an article is written in.
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gathering and analysing the content of text. The content refers to words, meanings [or]
pictures (...) The text is anything written, visual or spoken that serves a medium for

communication” (Neuman, 2000: 292).

In any statistical method there are obvious limitations. Content analysis has its weakness
in that the meaning is separated from both the original sender, the text itself as well as the
reader (McQuail, 1994: 276). The content analysis presents who is depicted on the
photographs in the arts section of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian, but it does not
expose all the people involved or mentioned in the articles. The analysis categorises the
articles, but does not scrutinise the actual content of each article. The results from any
content analysis will never offer the full picture. What this content analysis does give, is
indications of change, both concerning the texts and the photographs in the arts section of
the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian from 1985 to 2000.

The survey is based on articles and photographs from 1985 (27 issues, 146 articles and 74
photographs), 1990 (46 issues, 384 articles and 148 photographs), 1995 (45 issues, 425
articles and 257 photographs) and 2000 (47 issues, 503 articles and 361 photographs).
That is a total of 164 counted issues, 1459 counted articles and 841 counted photographs.
The survey is based on the availability at the library at the University of Natal, and in
their collection 3-5 issues from each year are missing. The Weekly Mail was initiated in

June 1985, which explains the low number of issues that year.

The number of pages devoted to the arts in the Weekly Mail& Guardian has increased
following the general expansion of pages in the paper. In 1985 the last pages of the paper
had the heading THE ARTS and covered movies, dance and fine art. During the first six
months of 1990, the arts pages had the heading THE WEEKLY MAIL ARTS with film,
theatre, music, books, food and travel as subheadings, even though articles on travel or
food rarely appeared. In June 1990 a supplement named WeekendMail was initiated. The
headings were World, Arts and Feature, including articles on science, technology and
business. The Arts section had the subheading arts, entertainment, books and lifestyle.

That year, articles from the British newspaper the Guardian started to appear. In 1995 the
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arts pages were called Arts and books; in May the same year the pages were renamed
REVIEW. In 2000 the arts section was a separate supplement called Friday, initiated in
1997. The focus is on lifestyle, leisure, travel, food and wine to a much larger extent than

before.

Content analysis of photographs

In the following section the graphs depicting the results from the photographic part of the
content analysis are presented. Only photographs accompanying counted articles are
considered in the analysis. Each graph shows a category according to race and gender
representing this category’s percentage of the total photographs. Each graph shows the
change of the category’s percentage in the studied years of 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000. A
short definition of the category follows each graph. A discussion of the results follows

the presentation of the graphs.

Chart 1
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White men depicted in the photographs.
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Chart 2

Men of colour

Percentage of total pictures

1985 1990 1995 2000

Men of colour include black, coloured and/or Indian men depicted in the same

photograph.

Chart 3

White women
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White women depicted in the photographs.
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Chart 4

Womenofcolour |
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Women of colour include black, coloured and Indian women depicted in the same
photograph.

Chart 5

Both races, men

Percentage of
total pictures

Both races, men include white men and men of colour depicted in the same photograph.

Chart 6

R both r;ces. women _l

1985 1990 1995 2000

Percentage of total

Both races, women include white women and women of colour depicted in the same
photograph.
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Chart 7

1985 1990 1965 2000

Men and women of colour include both genders depicted in the same photograph.

Chart 8

wﬁite r;ne_n and women

Percentage of total
pictures

1985 1990 1995 2000

White men and women include both genders depicted in the same photograph.

Chart 9

both races, both genders

Percentage of tota
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1985 1990 1995 2000

Both races, both genders include different races and both genders depicted in the same
photograph.
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Changing representation in photographs

The graphs illustrating the representation of race and gender in the arts section of the
Weekly Mail/Mail&Guardian during its fifteen years of existence, are striking in their
‘un-strikingness’, considering gender and power relations in South Africa. Of all the
photographs from the four years surveyed, three out of four pictures depict men, and

nearly three out of four photographs depict whites.

However, the content analysis establishes distinct changes in the representation of the
photographs in the arts section. The change in racial representation is quite clear. The
percentage of whites depicted decreases from 73 per cent of the total pictures in 1985, to
54 per cent in 2000. People of colour increase from 20 per cent in 1985 to 40 per cent in
2000". It is my assertion that the results of change in political and economic power in
society are reflected on the arts pages in the Mail& Guardian. Guy Berger draws a similar
conclusion on the development of race representation in South African newspapers from
1994 to 2000: “Willy nilly, news and photographs of black people began increasingly to
take pride of place in most of the formerly white print media. White readers may not have
liked this, but the representation reflected changing power relations that they could not
wholly ignore” (2000: 12).

The content analysis shows that the change in the representation of gender is small
compared to the change in racial representation. The political and social focus in
transitional South Africa has largely been on race and has ignored to a large degree the
plight of women, resembled in this analysis. White women constitutes around 15 per cent
of the total in all of the years, while women of colour increase from 3 per cent in 1985 to
11 per cent in 2000. Although this increase is relatively high, the huge difference between
male and female representation remains. Men are represented in 63 per cent of the

photographs in 1985, women in only 18 per cent. The situation is slightly improved in

'* This includes the categories where only whites or only people of colour are depicted. The remaining
categories depict both races in the same photograph.
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2000 with 58 per cent of the photographs depicting men and 27 per cent depicting

women]f’,

The number of photographs where different races appear together have hardly changed
throughout the examined fifteen year time frame. Only 8 per cent of all photographs
represent different races in the same picture in 1985. In 2000, the situation is similar:
only 10 per cent of all photographs show different races in the same picture. The highest

appearance is to be found in 1990, when these categories form 14 per cent of the total.

Interestingly, the figures from 1990 are almost identical to those of 2000. From 1990 to
2000, the representation of both white men and men of colour are almost unchanged. The
white women category goes up from 15 to 16 per cent, and women of colour from 10 to
11 per cent. In 1995, 37 per cent of the photographs are of white men, while only 19 per
cent are dedicated to men of colour. Photographs of white women constitute 18 per cent
of the total, while women of colour are represented in only 4 per cent of all photographs

from that year.

In explaining these tendencies, the political changes in South Africa must be taken into
consideration. In 1990 the political changes started to make an impact on the situation in
the country. Particularly the release of the world’s best known political prisoner, Nelson
Mandela, and the unbanning of his party, the African National Congress (ANC), had a
huge impact. The clear increase in the representation of men and women of colour in the
arts coverage of the Weekly Mail is possibly a reflection of the high spirits and hopes for
the future characterising 1990. In 1995 however, the energetic promotion of anti-
establishment arts and culture was no longer a logical necessity. The struggle for
democracy had ended, the political situation was settled and a new political hegemony
was established. Even though transformation had not quite started other than in
governmental theoretical papers, the feeling that the struggle was over might have led to
the ‘setback’ reflected in the photographic coverage in the arts section of the

Mail& Guardian in 1995. In 2000, South African society is to some degree transformed.

'® The remaining percentages are to be found in the categories were both men and women are depicted in

41



According to general sentiment in the newspaper, it is no longer necessary to actively
promote counter-culture, underground movements or specifically black culture on the arts
pages, because a lot of this culture now forms part of the mainstream culture in the

country.

It is of course not only the political and social situation in itself that determines the
content of the photographs printed in the arts section of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian.
The agenda and attitudes of the journalists and editors working in the paper are the final
deciding factors. During the apartheid era, the Weekly Mail was defined as oppositional,
as opposed to the Mail& Guardian of 2000, which can be considered mainstream. Areas
of coverage in 2000, such as Hollywood films, foreign fashion and consumer culture was
not on the agenda in 1985. For Charlotte Bauer (Interview, 2000), the arts editor in 1985,
it was important to promote arts and culture that did not receive attention in mainstream
media at the time'’. The present arts editor Matthew Krouse (Interview, 2000) only
evaluates arts and culture according to aesthetic criteria, resenting aspects he understands

as upliftment and development issues in arts joumalismls.

Content analysis of text

The text part of the content analysis includes all articles on live performance and fine art,
that is, all exhibitions, plays and concerts. It also includes in-depth articles on specific
topics and news-articles. The survey does not include reviews of CDs, books and films. A
lot of this is foreign material, and not directly relevant to the South African context. Nor
does the survey include columns like “Wrench on rock™ or “The week on the Box”,

because the columns do not necessarily deal with South African art.

The categories of the articles in the arts section reflect the genres preferred in the four
years surveyed, and make it easy to pin down the change of focus on the arts pages in the

Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian. As there exist no previous definitions of the different

the same photograph.

'" In order to be able to judge more accurately the 1985 arts section’s efforts in writing about arts and
culture outside the white mainstream, it would have been necessary to compare the Weekly Mail to other
South African newspapers at the time. This is unfortunately not within the reach of this thesis.
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genres in arts journalism in South Africa, the categorisation of the articles is based on
academic knowledge and personal experience in the field of arts journalism. The
Norwegian journalist and scholar Jo Bech-Karlsen (1991) defines the genres in arts
journalism in eight categories: 1) News 2) In-depth or background 3) Reviews 4)

Commentaries/Critiques 5) Debate 6) Previews 7) Feature 8) Columns (1991: 64).

The categories in the content analysis are slightly different. The main interest in this
survey is to establish change in the appearance of previews and reviews. The articles are
categorised into the following genres: 1) Interview 2) Feature/Background/Critique 3)
News 4) Classic-Reviews 5) Feature-Reviews 6) Interview-Previews 5) Feature-
Previews. I make comparisons with the results from the American (National Arts
Program, 1999b) and the Norwegian surveys (Larsen and Knapskog, 2001) presented in
chapter one. This comparison is helpful in describing differences and/or similarities in

how arts journalism is carried out in three different continents.

Chart 10

Interviews

Percentage

1985 1990 1995 2000

An interview is an article based on a conversation between the journalist and one or more
person(s). It can be written in direct question/answer formula, or with use of indirect
speech. The interview is different from the interview-preview in that the reason for the
interview is not motivated by one future arts event, but has more of a general theme.

Examples:  Pat Schwartz, “A Far Cry from the Old South Africa?” "’
May 11 to 17 1990, p.23 (printed in chapter five)

'® These issues are further discussed in the two following chapters.
' See chapter five for a discourse analysis of this interview.

43



Matthew Krouse, “Pretty fly for a black guy”
March 17 to 23 2000a, p.3 (appendix one)

The graph shows that the interview is the most constant of all the genres, staying slightly

beneath 15 per cent of the total surveyed articles all years, only dropping a little in 1995,

Chart 11

Feature/Background/Critique

Percentage

A feature is a subjectively written article. It may deal with subjects also written about in
the news, but a feature always treats the subject from a different angle or viewpoint, not
using the ‘clinical’ methods of the news-story. The article is based on personal
experience, and it contains descriptions and impressions of people, places, landscapes and
ambience. The journalist is always present in the story him/herself, and it is often written
first person. A feature often contains literary qualities.
Example: Merle Colborne, “Durban’s road show”
September 8 to14 2000, p.6 (appendix two)

A background article can also contain feature elements, but is more concerned with
giving information about a certain topic. A background article is usually quite extensive
and its main focus is to give the reader information about a subject. The article is most
often motivated by an incident in society. When the article is situated on the arts pages,

the incident is about arts and culture.



Example: Thebe Mabanga, “A theatre built on hard times”
March 17 to 23 2000, p.5 (appendix three)

A critique is similar to a background article, but different in that it analyses a
phenomenon the journalist finds of particular interest. A critique is more often focused on
personal opinion than a background article is.

Example: Eric Louw, “Gloom beneath the jacarandas”

August 16 1985, p.16 (appendix four)

Matthew Krouse, “White men can’t joke”
March 17 to 23 2000Db, p. 3 (appendix five)

There is an obvious increase in the category feature/background/critique, from 11 per
cent in 1985 to 33 per cent in 2000. One reason for the increase is an intake of articles
from the British newspaper the Guardian. The main reason is however a change of focus
in the arts coverage in the Mail& Guardian. In 1985 the focus was mainly on reviewing
the arts, particularly the theatre. Slightly changing year by year, the focus in 2000 is
largely on lifestyle, travel and food. These articles are often written in a manner that fits
the feature definition, even though they do not contain all of the qualities generally seen

as a part of the feature genre.

The Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian results resemble an international trend. The American
survey Reporting the arts: News coverage of arts and culture in America conducted at
Columbia University (National Arts Program, 1999b) shows that 32 per cent of articles
about arts in American newspapers are features. The Norwegian survey (Larsen and
Knapskog, 2001) shows that 44 per cent of the arts coverage in the major daily
newspaper Dagbladet are feature/background/critiques. In the same newspaper only 11

per cent of the arts coverage fell within this category in 1960.
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Chart 12
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A news article on the arts pages deals with news, concerning for example economics,

conflicts, prospects, governance and appointments in the world of arts and culture. The

articles have the same structure as on the news pages.

Example: Weekly Mail reporter, “Boycott ‘breakthrough’ for G’town festival”
February 16 to 22 1990, p.25 (appendix six)

The amount of news stories on the arts pages has been low throughout the fifteen year
time frame, constituting only 1 per cent in 1985 and 2 per cent in 2000. The reason is not
that there is no news in arts and culture, but rather that these articles tend to be printed on
the news pages rather than in the arts section. The increase to 8 per cent in 1990 is due to
the policy that year of situating a news article on the first page of the arts section. The

aim was to ensure the printing of a news article every week.

The American survey (National Arts Journalism Program, 1999b) reveals a higher news
percentage in arts journalism in the United States than in the Mail& Guardian. 12 per cent
of the articles were categorised as news. An important explanation of this relatively high
percentage rests on the fact that the survey included all articles on the arts, thus counting
news articles concerning the arts printed on the news pages. The American survey also
includes obituaries, which in this content analysis is defined within the

features/background/ critique category.
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Chart 13

Classic-Reviews
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A review is an article that critiques an arts event, like a play or an exhibition. A review
most often contains a description, but most importantly, an evaluation of the product or

the event.

A classic-review is a description of the concert, the exhibition or the like, and an
evaluation of the quality according the knowledge and likes of the journalist. The classic-
reviews vary in the degree of subjectivity. The journalist may be of a particular opinion
about the field that s/he is evaluating, either positive or negative, and that will influence
the outcome of the review. Or the journalist keeps with what is commonly academically
judged as good or bad.

Examples:  Ivor Powell, “Joeys gets what she deserves™’
June 14 1985, p.19 (printed in chapter five)
Mark Gevisser, “Finding freedom in captivity”'

June 2 to 8, 1995, p.34 (printed in chapter five)

% For a discourse analysis of this review, see chapter five.
2! For a discourse analysis of this review, see chapter five.

47



Chart 14

Feature-Reviews

Percentage
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The feature-review contains as much of an evaluation as the classic-review, but the
feature-review has a personal and creative touch to it, much the same elements as the
general feature articles have. The journalist uses herself in creating the article, and the
feature most often involves an ‘I’.

Examples:  Ivor Powell, “Portraits towards a mythology of change”

August 9 to 15 1985, p.19 (appendix seven)

Arthur Goldstuck, “Have you been to an Ellis Park concert lately?”
October 19 to 25 1990, p.8 (appendix eight)

Marianne Merten, “A spotlight sweeps in dark corners”

November 10 to 16 2000, p.7 (appendix nine)

Feature-reviews constitute a very small part of the reviews in the Weekly
Mail/Mail&Guardian; 8 per cent in 1985 and only | per cent of all articles in 2000.
Classic-reviews is the genre category with the largest decrease of all the categories. In the
first year of the Weekly Mail, more than half of all the articles were classic-reviews, but
in 2000 the genre only comprise 17 per cent. This development resembles a general
international trend. In Norway, the survey (Larsen and Knapskog, 2001) shows that in
2001, one fifth of the arts coverage in Dagbladet were reviews, while in 1960, 46 per
cent of the articles were in this genre. In the United States (National Arts Journalism

Program, 1999b) one third of the articles were reviews in 1998. This figure is
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significantly higher than both in Norway and in South Africa, which is partly explained

by the fact that the American survey does not distinguish between reviews and previews.

Chart 15

Interview-Previews

Percentage

1985 1990 1995 2000

A preview is an article written about an arts event, for example an exhibition, a play or a
book prior to the event in question. A preview can contain descriptions, for example the
journalist visits the gallery before the opening, or a visit to the theatre during a rehearsal,

but it does not contain any evaluation.

A interview-preview is an interview with a person involved in the event, either the
choreographer, the playwright or an actor of a play, the author of a book, the artist of an
exhibition before the release or exhibition in question.
Examples:  Shaun de Waal, “Interview with the sex dwarf?

February 4 to 10 2000, p.5 (printed in chapter five)

Thebe Mabanga, “Moving to the African soul”
February 18 to 24 2000, p.4 (appendix ten)

*2 For a discourse analysis of this interview-preview, see chapter five.
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Chart 16
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A feature-preview is often a short description of an arts event, frequently based on
information gathered from a press release. It can also be a historical article on the subject,
for example if there is an exhibition on political cartoons, a journalist with knowledge in
the area may write an article on the history of political cartoons. A feature-preview may
also be a personally written story by a journalist who has a special interest in, or liking
for, the subject.

Examples: Celia Wren, “Demea kicks off — in a boxing gym in Hillbrow”

June 1 to 7 1990, p.21 (appendix eleven)

Mark Gevisser, “Young actors work for Aids education”

November 3 to December 6 1990, p.21 (appendix twelve)

There has been a clear increase in previews in the Mail&Guardian. Interview-previews
has increased from 3 per cent in 1985 to 12 per cent in 2000, while feature-previews in
the same period has increased from 11 to 20 per cent. That is a total increase from 14 to

32 per cent. Neither the American nor the Norwegian survey account for the preview
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genre. This is unfortunate, because this is a genre that is often poorly carried out by arts

journalists. By giving it attention, this could have been addressed and dealt with?,

From previews to reviews

The focus of the arts coverage has shifted dramatically since 1985. This applies
particularly to the shift of focus away from reviews to previews. As already mentioned, in
2000 the reviews only constitute 18 per cent of the total articles, and for the first time this
category is smaller than that of previews, which constitutes 32 per cent. In 1985 there

were 61 per cent reviews and only 14 per cent previews.

Bech-Karlsen (1991) connects this shift to a deterioration of journalistic quality. He sees
previews as the main hindrance to develop a better standard of arts journalism. In his
opinion, previews are consumer-oriented and serve the producers' need for attention
(1991: 196). Bech-Karlsen (1991) criticises the preview for being product-oriented,
distanced, not investigative and building on only one source. The preview is not able to
grasp the processes and products of an arts event, because it is distanced: “The journalist
is referring instead of investigating, [s/he] is repeating instead of reporting, outlines
others opinions and experiences instead of making experiences of [his/her] own**” (Bech-

Karlsen, 1991: 200).

Bech-Karlsen’s (1991) notes in his study a shift from critiques, debate and reviews to
more easy-read, easy-consumed articles on leisure and lifestyle. It is interesting to note
that this is similar to the American development. Cultural economist James Heilbrun (in
National Arts Journalism Program, 1999b: 108) found that there was a clear shift of focus
in the arts section of the New York Herald Tribune from 1960 to 1995. In the first twenty
years, more than half of the coverage was devoted to the ‘high arts’, like theatre, dance,
painting and sculpture, while the trend has shifted in the 1990s towards a major focus on

popular culture, such as television and movies. Press observer Leo Bogart argued in 1990

23 This factor will be discussed further in the last section of this chapter, as well as in the two next chapters.
# My translation.
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that “cultural reporting is reduced to purveying succulent tidbits about the transient and

irrelevant minutiae of show business” (National Arts Journalism Program, 1999b: 107).

In 1985 most of the previews in the Weekly Mail were short, and the articles were not
illustrated by photographs. The content was informational, and hardly ever referred to
more than one source. Through the years, the previews have been allocated more and
more space, while the content mainly has stayed the same. Many of the feature-previews
are built on press releases and/or an interview with a person involved. The journalist does
not question the information given, and the result is often pure advertisement®. In the
Norwegian survey (Mossin, 2001), one public relation officer said she would sometimes
evaluate a preview written by a journalist as “an advertisement worth 60 000 kroner”¢
(Mossin, 2001: 2). The Norwegian arts editor IdaLou Larsen, who works in the daily
newspaper Nationen, solves this problematic genre simply by never writing previews:

“Previews are advertisement. | am against giving charity to arts and culture’”” (Roksvold,
1994: 24).

Still, it is problematic to argue that an increase in previews in itself is an indicator of a
deteriorating quality. The recent Norwegian survey of arts journalism, which showed a
similar development in the newspaper Dagbladet to the one in the Weekly
Mail/Mail&Guardian, concluded that it was a positive development (Larsen and
Knapskog, 2001). Some of the previews in the Mail&Guardian are articles at length
where the journalist digs deep into the subject, providing the reader with new and
exciting information about a show, an exhibition or artists. These articles have evolved

over the years, and were not to be found in 1985,

Rather than taking a stand about whether previews are bad journalism or not, the

following chapters try to explain reasons for the change of focus in the arts section of the

% See the discourse analysis of the group of articles about Miss South Africa in chapter five. Another
‘good’ example of an article functioning as an advertisement is “The best of Biggie Best” by Melvyn
Minnaar, Feb. 4-10 2000, p. 6.

% 60 000 Norwegian kroner is equivalent to RS5 000.

27 My translation.

% An example is Shaun de Waal’s article “Interview with the sex dwarf™, analysed in chapter five.
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Mail& Guardian. In South Africa, a significant change in the media stems from a
complete change of ideology of those in power, which have effected the values, ideas and
culture of the country. As with the rest of the paper, one motivation for working
journalistically with the arts in the Weekly Mail during apartheid was to address
inequalities in the cultural sector of a white controlled society. This motivation no longer

prevails.

Another factor that started to come more and more to the fore in the 1990s, are the
controlling market forces. While the idea of making money was not considered important
when the Weekly Mail was initiated, revenue play quite an important role today, resulting
in more attention to advertisement. This focus on creating advertisement revenue might
be one reason for the increasing amount of previews printed in the arts section of the
Mail& Guardian. While reviews evaluate an artistic production after it is done or after it
has started, a preview only informs about what is going to happen. Hence, previews
might play the role of ‘free adverts’, as mentioned above, which of course make the genre
popular with organisers of arts events, which again might make the organisers more
likely to buy adverts. These are issues that will be further investigated in the two

following chapters.
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CHAPTER FOUR: INTERVIEWS

In order to establish a broader picture of the ideas, ideologies and politics behind the arts
journalism in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian, 1 conducted eight interviews with present
and previous arts journalists and arts editors. The interviews have two foci. First, on arts
journalism in general, and secondly, on arts journalism in South Africa and in the Weekly
Mail/Mail& Guardian. An important issue in the second half of the interviews is to
establish the change in arts journalism in the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian from the
inception in 1985 up till and including 2000. The main intention is to see if the arts pages
have ‘followed’ the period of transition the South African society has gone through, and
still is going through. Through the interviews, I seek to discover the motivation behind

the interviewees’ work.

The interviews correspond to the content analysis previously undertaken in the research.
The content analysis focused on the depiction of people according to race and gender in
the photographs on the arts pages of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian, and on the genre
of the articles printed. Through the interviews, I examine whether the increase in the
depiction of people of colour in the arts section of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian is an
intentional outcome of the efforts of the journalists and arts editors working in the paper.

Possible reasons for the change of focus from previews to reviews, is also scrutinised.

The theoretical grounding for theories of discourse is that it is impossible to establish one
sovereign truth. Cognition is only meaningful within pre-established discourses that
change over time (Torfing, 1999: 85). Thus, it is not possible for me, or for the
interviewees, to claim one ‘truth’ about what the arts section in the Weekly Mail was, and
what the arts section of the Mail& Guardian is today. The nature of arts journalism resist
such definite conclusions. As arts journalist Shaun de Waal expressed it: “There is no one
truth, there is no one narrative, it’s all multiple, it’s all complicated, it’s all changing all
the time, it’s all in a state of flux. Meaning itself is unstable, and that is the principle from
which we have to work™ (Interview, 2000). One example, which will be discussed further

on a later stage in the chapter, is the state of the arts in South Africa today. Are the arts
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about globalisation, as some interviewees see it, or are the artists turning back to a

colonial mindset, as one interviewee experienced it?

Methodology
The chapter is based mainly on the responses given by the interviewed journalists and

editors. Bech-Karlsen (1991) is the academic point of reference. Insights from Norwegian
and American arts journalists and editors are referred to or quoted for comparison to the
South African situation. The questions asked in the interviews are based on Bech-
Karlsen’s (1991) study on Norwegian arts journalism, but specified and added to in order

to make them fit the South African context. The main body of questions consisted of:

1) How do you define arts journalism?

2) What goals do arts journalism have?

3) What is good and what is bad arts journalism?

4) What are the hindrances to good arts journalism?

5) Is arts journalism important? Why?

6) What makes arts journalism different to other journalistic genres, in terms of
objectivity/subjectivity, language, readership and closeness to the sources?

7) What is the relation between entertainment and arts journalism?

8) What is the relation between politics and arts journalism? Has this changed during the
existence of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian?

At the end of each interview, the interviewees were asked to comment on specific articles
they had written in the Weekly Mail/Mail&Guardian and which I had brought along.
They were asked to relate their response to the answers they had given in the interview,
what arts journalism is and what their motivation behind the article was. All the
interviews were conducted in the Johannesburg area between October 31 and November
4 2000. The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and one hour, 45 minutes. Edited

versions of the interviews can be found in appendices 1-8.
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Charlotte Bauer was the first arts editor of the Weekly Mail starting in 1985. She took a
break as the editor for a few years while studying at Wits University, but returned and
worked as the arts editor until she moved to the Sunday Times in 1995, where she now

works part-time as a consultant editor.

Shaun de Waal presently works part-time as an arts journalist and books editor in the
Mail& Guardian. He started in the Weekly Mail on a part-time basis in 1989, and has
stayed with the paper since. He has been the entertainment guide editor, a sub-editor on
the whole paper, production editor in charge of design and layout, deputy arts editor and

arts editor.

Mark Gevisser worked as a freelance journalist in the Mail& Guardian from 1990 until
1997. Gevisser worked mainly in the arts section, but also on politics and news. Gevisser

is presently working on a biography about Thabo Mbeki.

Matthew Krouse is the present arts editor of the Mail& Guardian. Krouse became the arts
editor in 1999. He has written for the paper since 1992 and was the deputy arts editor

three years before he assumed his present position.

Thebe Mabanga has since February 2000 worked full-time as a journalist in the

Mail& Guardian, but does not work in the arts section only.

Ivor Powell started as an arts journalist in the Weekly Mail in 1985. Powell left the
Weekly Mail in 1989 to work for different newspapers, but has consistently written for the
Mail&Guardian, mainly on news, crime and politics until he started as a senior special

investigator with the Scorpions in October 2000.
William Pretorius started as a freelance journalist for the Weekly Mail in 1985, mainly

working on film. At the same time he worked for the Afrikaans newspaper Rapport,

which quite soon became the reason for using the pseudonym Fabius Burger in the
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Weekly Mail. Pretorius is presently a back-up film reviewer for the Mail& Guardian and

works freelance for other newspapers.

Pat Schwartz freelanced for the arts section in the Weekly Mail from 1985 until 1991. At
present she is the director of The University of Witwatersrand Press, but still writes once

in a while for the Mail& Guardian.

Arts journalism
Bech-Karlsen (1991) defines successful arts journalism as engaging journalism, which

makes readers feel they form a part of arts and culture:

Successful arts journalism can open up new ideas, expand existing
perspectives, contribute to new experience and new understanding, and all
this can lead to participation and involvement. Journalistically, arts and
culture must communicate. Successful arts communication does not only
create feelings, but initiates new thoughts. It is in this twofold the
journalistic challenge dwells® (1991: 128-129).

These definitions form important aspects of arts and arts journalism, as most of the
interviewees see it. A major focus in most of the answers includes what Bech-Karlsen
defines as the ‘cognitive meaning’ and the ‘open interpretation’® of arts and culture. The
cognitive meaning of arts and culture defines arts and culture as patterns of thought
which a society creates. It is concerned with thought before action. It recognises that
hidden feelings, thoughts and ideas may lie beneath actions. The cognitive meaning of
arts and culture plays an important role in a reflective and analytical tradition in arts and
culture reporting (1991: 72-73). The open interpretation values arts and culture as an
aspect of all the activities of a society. According to Lars Peterson (1988), arts and
culture is a dynamic value-system which participants in a society use to relate to each

other and the world around them (Bech-Karlsen, 1991: 73).

On the one hand, arts journalism reports on arts and culture in general. On the other hand,

arts journalism can involve the reader and provoke new ideas and ways of thinking about

* My translation.
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him/herself and the world around him/her. Most of the interviewees include both aspects
in their replies as to what good arts journalism is, or should be. Good arts journalism
should “inform and enthuse people about the arts, make them want to go and see that
painting, hear that musician, develop an interest in theatre” (Schwartz in interview,
2000). According to the interviewees, the promotion of the arts is particularly important
in a society like South Africa, for historical reasons and because of the present situation
where very little emphasis is given to the discipline. Arts journalism should be written in
an engaging, lively and interesting way, it should be written with “flair, beautiful writing,
colour, crisp, lucid pomp in the sense of freshness” (Mabanga in interview, 2000).
Mabanga adds that it should be written in a palatable, accessible manner, in order to
demystify the arts. Arts journalism should, like other journalistic genres, be enlightening,
unhampered and unhindered. Arts editor Matthew Krouse makes a point about arts
journalism being a consumer guide and states that “we are there to point people towards
excellence”, including the journalists, the readers and the performers of art (Interview,
2000).

In accordance with the cognitive and open definitions of arts and culture, arts journalism
is a process of interpretation. As expressed in the interviews, arts journalism critically
engages with the consciousness of a particular time and place, and tries to articulate
something about the souls and lives of individuals in a society. Cultural production can
be used to understand society, and arts journalism “is also a valuable record of how
things work in this country” (Pretorius in interview, 2000). Mark Gevisser tells a story

around an article he has written which he believes is an example of good arts journalism:

The notion that an audience or a society helps make a cultural product is, I
think, absolutely critical to arts journalism. So whether it’s me or whether
it’s the audience... Perhaps a very good example of how this works is one
of the favourite things I’ve ever written. This is an example of what I think
is good arts journalism, that I am kind of proud of.

Mira Nair is an Indian woman who made a movie called Mississippi
Masala which is about a group of Asians who are chucked out of Uganda
by Idi Amin in 1975. And they eventually land up in the Deep South and

** My translation.
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one of them has an affair with Denzel Washington and lives happily ever
after. The movie has a very traumatic first part and then this very kind of
light, frothy, romantic, second part. And there are these incredibly
disturbing scenes of this Asian family being chucked out of their home.
And all the sort of rhetoric of Africa for the Africans only and get rid of
the parasites, you leaches, go back to India.

I sat and I watched this in Kenya, which also has a large Asian population,
in 1991. It was me and a couple of other Asian people, and the rest of the
audience was black African. And I watched as the audience got on its feet
and cheered every single time there was this sort of Africa for the Africans
rhetoric, totally missing the point of the movie. They wanted to see that
and that’s what they saw and it was devastating!

It happened to be on Passover, and I'm Jewish, so I suddenly had this
whole sort of identity thing about myself. I went desperately looking
around for a synagogue where I could pray, and of course I couldn’t find
one. And that’s how I wrote about this movie, so it was a review of the
movie but it also gave...I wrote about where 1'd seen the movie, and what
the movie meant and what it raised for me about being a minority, having
an ethnic identity (Gevisser in interview, 2000).

South African arts and arts journalism

Discussing the situation of arts journalism in South Africa, the interviewees are in general
very pessimistic about the current situation. The journalists presently working in the
Mail& Guardian are less negative than the rest of the interviewees. Most interviewees see
arts and arts journalism as symbiotic: If the arts are bad, then arts journalism will be bad,

and vice versa.

The situation in a country like the United States is quite different (National Arts
Journalism Program, 1999a). American journalists and editors attending a panel
discussion on arts journalism described the arts, both locally and nationally, as thriving.
Arts journalism, even though the newspapers were striving for resources, is flourishing
and given attention by the readers, as stated by Raymond Sokolov, arts and leisure editor

of The Wall Street Journal:
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The first reader’s survey showed we had twice the readership of the entire
foreign coverage and foreign business sections. It was a little
embarrassing. The investment in 75 foreign reporters all over the world —
bureaus in Beijing, and so on — probably cost more than however many
lunches I could have with freelance writers in New York in the course of
the year. I calculated that if we did any better, there would be something
truly corrupt about the way the paper was being run, which was, after all, a
business newspaper (National Arts Journalism Program, 1999a: 8).

The South African situation is described quite differently. The respondents express a
grave concern for the condition of the arts in South Africa today, blaming the present
government for not accepting the importance of a thriving arts and culture scene: “The
ANC were only interested in the arts and culture as a weapon for the struggle. They are
not interested in arts and culture as an eminent of society, and I think that is very
disappointing” (Bauer in interview, 2000). Another reason given for the regression of arts
and culture is the lack of audiences because “a lot of the people who supported the arts
have gone” (Schwartz in interview, 2000). Crime is described as making it difficult for
white suburbia to go into the city to view plays or concerts. The respondents state that
South Africa is situated ‘out of the way’ of the world’s flourishing arts and culture
centres, referring to mainly Western artistic traditions. Indigenous African arts and
culture are in general not taken into account, or treated as far less important than Western

art conceptions in discussing the present situation of arts and arts journalism.

As for the black part of the population, there is still a “high rate of illiteracy, a high rate
of cultural illiteracy” (Pretorius in interview, 2000). There are still economic, cultural and
language barriers, which shut a major part of the population off from enjoying arts and
culture: “We have eighteen million of the population that are never near a theatre, never
near a cinema, never near a video-shop and never near a library” (Pretorius in interview,
2000). There is in general very little interest in the arts amongst the population. Schwartz
describes the situation as appalling; that theatres, symphonic orchestras and the state

ballet are closing down are signs of an unhealthy society:
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A country, which doesn’t have a vibrant culture, is one-dimensional. If all
you are worrying about, and of course the major things you have to worry
about are AIDS, hunger and poverty, but part of the quality of life, real
quality of life, if you are offering people something beyond that, you’ve
got to have a vibrant arts culture. (...) It’s like never having jam on your
bread and butter, I suppose. Culture is a sign of a healthy society
(Interview, 2000).

Not all the journalists agree on solely blaming lack of funding. Ivor Powell says that there
do exist a number of scholarships in fine art today, and that several of his friends are
travelling and producing art for foreign countries. Some recognise a positive development
in that arts and culture now has to be independent, and that previous state institutions
themselves were to blame for not being able to adapt to the new South Africa. Bauer also
criticises the above-mentioned state funded institutions for being old-fashioned, apartheid
institutions unsuccessful in trying to copy European cultural institutions: “[The ballet
company] had a very conservative repertoire. They didn’t realise that even Western
conceptions had moved along, so they were mimicking something they thought

somebody in London would do” (Interview, 2000).

The interviewees no longer working in the Mail& Guardian criticise the media for not
creating much interest in the arts, describing arts journalism as no more than a weekend
guide with focus on shallow celebrity features. “[IJt doesn’t draw on any depth or
knowledge of history” (Schwartz in interview, 2000). The newspaper management does
not put resources into covering of the arts, and the journalists lack knowledge and are
lazy, writing shallow, unengaging and uninteresting articles. The interviewees agree on
the Mail& Guardian being the best, but do not have much positive to say about any other
newspaper in South Africa. Bauer asks: “How much can certain art forms really take off
in this country without the support of arts journalism?”” (Interview, 2000). There seems to

be a vicious circle; no funding, no arts, no interest, no arts journalism.
Politics and arts journalism

Apartheid influenced arts and arts journalism in a major way, politicising arts journalism

to an extent not seen in other countries during that time. Arts in South Africa at the time

61



were often either used as a weapon in the ‘struggle’ or as propaganda for the apartheid
regime. The situation today might be described as a new struggle: a struggle for post-

apartheid meaning’":

We come with so much pure political baggage in this country, it is really
hard to refocus our gaze on other aspects of our society, or to see how arts
and culture can give us, if not answers of who we are, but certain ways,
interesting questions (Bauer in interview, 2000).

The agenda in the 1980s and the early 1990s was focused on giving space to what was

being excluded from the hegemonic culture:

Arts and culture were becoming very politicised. We wanted to emphasise
the politics of every aspect of society. I suppose one agenda was to get
around to highlighting and giving exposure to people making artistic
interventions that were about the counterculture at the time and who were
not getting a lot of exposure and publicity in mainstream publications
(Bauer in interview, 2000).

From a European perspective, it might seem difficult to separate intrinsic aesthetic value
from the political message if the critic agrees on the message. Bauer stresses that the
aesthetic aspect had a place on the agenda in her time as the arts editor. The criticism
should be well-founded, valid judgements: “Just because we were going to give a voice
to the formerly voiceless, we were not going to say it was all fabulous” (Interview, 2000).
The theatre worked at times solely as a scene of political speech, although, because of the
censorship, this was sometimes the only way information got out to the public.
Nevertheless, a lot of the protest theatre of the 1980s was “just good theatre, really. And
some of those plays are still being performed throughout the world, because they are

good” (Bauer in interview, 2000).

For some journalists working in the apartheid years, the purpose of the arts was almost

entirely political®’. Most of the interviewees stress the important link between arts and

3! See the discourse analysis of Mark Gevisser's article in chapter five for a further discussion on these

aspects.
2 See chapter five for a further examination of the role politics played in the arts journalism in the Weekly

Mail/Mail& Guardian.
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society, which during the apartheid era meant mainly arts and politics. Gevisser expresses

his interest in “trying to understand South African society in transition™”

through the arts
(Interview, 2000). Most of the journalists no longer working in the field of arts
journalism feel there was a purpose to arts journalism at the time, which they do not find
any longer. According to Powell, arts journalism in the 1980s was a matter of
consciousness, a feeling of failing a responsibility if he were to ignore the political art,

and rather pursue his own personal preferences:

There was a strong kind of political purpose, and there were issues that
needed to be addressed, and there was an arts establishment that really
needed to be challenged. You could seem as though you were part of
something that was changing the way things were. I think in a way we
were very lucky at the particular time, because there was a real sense of a
mission and a purpose (Interview, 2000).

Being an arts journalist during the apartheid era was also to be an activist, according to
Powell. When arts journalism no longer formed part of the struggle, the interest faded. He

does not find the arts scene or arts journalism particularly interesting anymore:

Now that we’ve got rid of the guilt about being white, I think there is a big
move these days to ironically go back to exactly that kind of sense of
being part of a world culture, which means first world culture. We are
pretending that we are part of somewhere else, embracing an
internationalist kind of culture rather than a third world or a local culture
(Interview, 2000).

According to Powell, black arts journalists today have a very strong sense of mission in
bringing black artists into the foreground. In this sense, the arts themselves might not
necessarily be political, but there is an underlying political statement in the choice of
writing about black arts and artists. Mabanga usually writes about black arts and artists,
mainly because he knows more about them than the white journalists in the arts section
do, but also because he “want[s] to present black artists to a white audience” (Interview,

2000).

* It is in this quotation by Gevisser that I found the title for my thesis.
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De Waal does not think the fundamental critical project in terms of what arts journalism

does is any different than before, but that the type of analysis has changed. Arts

journalism is now trying to work out where the new South Africa fits into the global

picture:

We are an emerging culture in a globalised world. We need to work out
where we fit into things. Are we just a colony of the United States? Do we
have some unique aspects of our culture that we need to nurture that say
something to us specifically? This is what we are asking now, or should be
asking now (Interview, 2000).

The present agenda in the arts section of the Mail& Guardian is ‘taking part in the

world’ and no longer to show the counterculture, or intentionally seeking what not

is in th

e limelight. De Waal and Krouse connect alternative arts and culture to

‘upliftment’:

You can do that kind of story and say, well, you know, here is a great
story about how someone is running a jazz club in Katlehong. Well, great,
he is uplifting people, but it’s not my job. I'm not a development agency,
I’m not an NGO, I’'m not mother Teresa, I’m not going to save anybody’s
soul (De Waal in interview, 2000).

As an arts section you have to try to showcase good culture as opposed to
good upliftment. Those are development issues. And I don’t think that the
Friday section of the Mail& Guardian is a development publication at all.
Not in the least. It’s an arts, entertainment and culture round up of the
week. And that is different, and so, people may think I am a complete
fuck-up for steering it in that direction, but I am not alone in that. That is
what the requirement of the paper is. And if I did not think it was right, I
would go and work somewhere else (Krouse in interview, 2000).

Entertainment and arts journalism

The Norwegian arts journalist Odd Soerensen, working in the newspaper Nordlys, defines

good arts journalism as:

[rlecognised by a broad knowledge base, in-depth knowledge in some
areas and a well-formulated journalistic language. It is a sign of quality if
one manages to capture the connections and relations existing in the past
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and the present. I also think there should be an element of entertainment in
good arts journalism, an element not to be underestimated** (Bech-
Karlsen, 1991: 182-183).

Most of the interviewees find it interesting being asked about the relation between arts
journalism and entertainment, stating that “the arts are supposed to entertain” (Mabanga
in interview, 2000). A majority of the respondents agree with the Norwegian journalist
Soerensen in his view that all arts and all arts journalism need to have an element of
entertainment. Entertainment is seen by most of the interviewees as negative when it has

nothing else to offer:

It’s like the principle of making money, if an art form aims only to
entertain, it is likely to be fairly simple. If it aims to entertain in an
educated way, and it aims to entertain by showing things you have not
seen before, by frightening you a little bit, by challenging taboos, by
coming at things from a new angle, by dealing with complex issues within
a society, then I think it entertains in a meaningful way. I mean yes, the
arts need to entertain, but if they overly entertain then that is all they are.
They are popcorn (de Waal in interview, 2000).

Some of the interviewees see entertainment in the perspective of a lighter form of arts
and culture, like circus or pop concerts, while others see entertainment as an integral part
of all kinds of arts and culture. Another sense of entertainment in arts journalism is

simply good, creative and entertaining writing.

Bech-Karlsen (1991) acknowledges both positive and negative sides to entertainment in
arts journalism. The positive sides are that it may reach a broader readership, it makes the
journalism more ‘user-friendly’ and it creates new possibilities in types of coverage in the
arts sections. On the other hand, Bech-Karlsen sees a great threat in the underlying factor
of commercialisation in entertainment. He finds a higher degree of celebrity and
personality orientation, a ‘lightness’, and a neglect of analysis and depth as negative sides

of entertainment in arts journalism® (1991: 92-95).

** My translation.
35 See chapter two for a closer theoretical discussion on commercialisation and chapter five for an analysis
of the situation in the Mail& Guardian.
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According to arts editor Matthew Krouse, the arts section of the Mail&Guardian is a
consumer guide and an entertainer in its own right: “Every week we make a little drama
of the art world that we see around us. Our duty is to entertain our readers” (Interview,
2000). The product is arbitration between what the readers want, what the journalists’

want and possible advertisement revenue:

The move now is very much towards lifestyle, and very much away from
engaging meaningfully with cultural production. (...) Lifestyle,
entertainment, people are in a mode of escapism, they really are and I
think that this country is, there is a lot of escapism going on (Krouse in
interview, 2000).

According to Krouse, there has been a huge increase in the space allocated to listings.
This corresponds with the results in a report put forward by the National Arts Journalism
Program at Columbia University (1999b). The report laments that half of the space that
papers devote to the arts consists of event listings (Freund, 2000:1). Krouse admits that

he is to a large degree focused in giving the readers what they want:

I can tell you what the high interest area is, and that is television listings.
(...) Everybody wants it, and they want their newspaper to have every
single thing on television inside it. But they don’t necessarily want to read
a story about one person’s opinion of a play he has seen (Interview, 2000).

Use of sources in arts journalism

Keeping the equilibrium between having a close relationship with your friends, and using
them as sources for information, is sometimes tricky in journalism. Being inside the
environment is on the one hand good, because it is an important way of gaining
information the journalist might not obtain otherwise. Pretorius sees the advantages of

working in a small environment:

You have more access to the people who create art here than in America. I
mean here one could talk quite informally to any quite well known actor.
You could not do that to Brad Pitt. [Becoming friends means] you can
never be too nasty. But at the same time it gives you perspective. But you
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have to have the ability to say all right there is a point where I cut off and
there is a point where I am just going to look at that work and discuss that
work (Interview, 2000).

Closeness to sources and the use of only one source was a confirmed problem in Bech-
Karlsen’s query, as well as in the research journalist student Terje Larsen (1990)
conducted on the Oslo papers in Norway. The Norwegian arts journalist Anders Giaever,
working in Arbeiderbladet (now called Dagsavisen), states: “It is a real problem that the
environment is so small. The journalist often ends up in one clique in the arts and culture
milieu. One is given a role and easily becomes friends with the people working in the

field of arts and culture” (Bech-Karlsen, 1991: 122).

Arts journalists are just as dependent on a network as other journalists. It might even be a
more difficult relationship because arts journalism is not about collecting facts from
sources, but often about evaluation, using personal taste and opinion. How does one keep
a good relationship after writing a crushing critique? The interviewees describe this as
problematic. The arts and culture environment in South Africa is described as a “very
incestuous society and there is no question about it” (Schwartz in interview, 2000). In the
case of the Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian, there was and is a very close relationship on all

levels: journalists, readers, audiences and performers:

If we did not say nice things about [the playwrights and the actors]
all the time they would feel betrayed, like a sort of family feud,
and every now and then it would end up in a bar and fisticuffs. I
can remember one night trying to get [out] our theatre reviewer
Digby Ricci who was certainly not up for fisticuffs. Digby wore
rings and had a handbag, and wore white trousers. He was not a
lefty, he was a liberal, a conservative liberal, but he was an
excellent critic. There were two macho actors who drank too much,
trying to kill him basically. It got so tense, we had to get him out of
there. So there was a huge identification. There were people who
saw the Mail& Guardian/Weekly Mail as their paper, their place, so
if you were not nice to them all the time, they got very upset
(Bauer in interview, 2000).

A very controversial review I wrote was [about] a movie called
Friends, the first sort of post-apartheid movie. It was made by a
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South African woman who spent years raising the money, and 1
thought it was terrible. And I panned it, I was very harsh about it,
and it had huge repercussions for me, personally and professionally
(Gevisser in interview, 2000).

Hindrances to good arts journalism

The respondents blame specific national features for the difficulties on producing arts and
arts journalism in South Africa. Both lack of money and “the desire to make money” (de
Waal in interview, 2000) are mentioned as hindrances. Furthermore, the demographic
hindrances relating to language, culture, economy and rural versus urban dwellings are
problematic. Some of the South African problems are international, while others are
specific to the South African context. Bech-Karlsen (1991) lists hindrances to good arts
journalism, part of which are beyond the control of the journalists, the other half are
limitations within the control of the individual journalist. Of the ‘external’ hindrances,
which the journalist cannot control, three are applicable to the South African situation.
Firstly lack of resources, which include lack of staff, lack of money and lack of
equipment. The second is time pressure, which includes work pressure, deadlines and
competition to make the news. The third is the pressure from arts and culture organisers
for journalists to participate in press conferences, to do interviews with particular artists

and attend functions (2000: 241).

The respondents mainly focus on lack of resources, even though time pressure and
pressures from organisers were implicit in the answers, or mentioned in connection with
other topics. There were two main aspects stressed: lack of resources in the arts and lack
of resources in the arts sections in the newspaper. With regard to the lack of resources in

the arts, Krouse states:

I think the divisions in communities are a terrible hindrance. The lack of
homogeneity in the culture in this country is interesting if you can use it.
Terribly disturbing if you are trying to deal with it. The language barriers
and class barriers are bad, and the thing that hinders good arts journalism
is that there is a dire lack of resources [amongst the population]
(Interview, 2000).
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The perception is that the arts section in the Mail& Guardian is taken seriously by the rest

of the paper. However,

[1]t’s always a problem that our resources are stretched, so we always have
new writers and writers who work from a position of good will. We used
to have a staff of nine, [now we are] two full time, three retainers and
there 1s Shaun de Waal [part time] (Krouse in interview, 2000).

The ‘internal’ hindrances which the journalists are in control of, are firstly a lack of
knowledge about arts and culture and lack of knowledge about journalistic methods
(Bech-Karlsen, 1991). Secondly, a professional modus operandi, that is a routine way of
solving the journalistic tasks. And lastly, lack of ambitions, lack of personal courage and
lack of professional critique (Bech-Karlsen, 1991: 241). Likewise, Bruce Weber, national
cultural correspondent for 7he New York Times accuses both editors and writers in the
United States for a serious lack of imagination in terms of ideas and assignments in arts
journalism: “There is a certain imagination, scrutiny and power of observation that we
reporters are supposed to have that maybe we do not deploy often enough” (National Arts

Journalism program, 1999a: 4).

Although the main focus in the answers of the interviewees is on external hindrances,
most of the journalists mention personal limitations as well. Ignorance and a lack of
information are stated as hindrances to good arts journalism. The respondents claim that
that there is a sense of complacency and lack of engagement amongst journalists, and that
“many journalists don’t have wide frames of reference, they don’t know their history,
they don’t know their politics” (De Waal in interview, 2000). One assertion is that
nobody is asking what constitutes art, and there is a lack of adventurous arts journalists.
The art critics “tend to be very tied to their discipline and very tied to their understanding
of what is art and how arts is made. You will not find a theatre critic going and spending

time at township theatre projects” (Gevisser in interview, 2000).

There are not many people trained in arts journalism in South Africa. Gevisser believes it

is a pity that very few talented black writers want to make a career in arts journalism. He
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states that there are two generations of writers in arts journalism, “the one generation is
the old school, they know their ballet or they know their theatre, and they’ve got a very
limited way of looking at the world” (Interview, 2000). The old school is concerned with
the more classic forms of art, which have a very limited way of looking at the world.
Then there is the younger generation trained in politics and sociology but “they don’t
really know about theatre” (Interview, 2000). There is a gap between those two groups, a
gap that should be filled with adventurous and knowledgeable journalists, interested in
both how arts are constituted and what art constitutes. These aspects will be further
explored in the next chapter through the discourse analysis of five articles from the
Weekly Mail/Mail& Guardian. The discourse analysis also draws on the interviews
presented in this chapter, as well as the content analysis and the theories outlined in

chapter two.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

Fairclough’s (1995) critical analysis of media discourse is the methodological framework
used in analysing five articles printed in the arts section of the Weekly
Mail/Mail& Guardian. The theoretical grounding is theories of discourse outlined and

discussed in chapter two.

I have chosen to analyse one article from each year used in the content analysis, except
for two articles from 2000. The articles are selected on the following criteria: they should
represent different genres as defined in the content analysis, they should represent
different races and genders, they should be written by journalists interviewed for this
thesis, they should represent different art-forms, they should be well written and
interesting, and they should somehow reflect society of the time. This is the case for four
of the five articles. The last article from December 2000 does not fulfil all of these
criteria, but is chosen to give an example of a new focus evolving in the arts section of
the Mail& Guardian. After a presentation of the methodological framework, each article

is analysed, starting with 1985 and ending with 2000.

Methodology

According to Fairclough, language is socially shaped as well as socially shaping.
Language may reproduce and maintain existing social identities, relations and systems of
knowledge, belief or power, but it can also help to transform them (1995: 55). Within this
lies Williams’ (in Higgins, 1999) notion of language itself being ideology. Language not
only reflects society, but forms at the same time part of an ideological shaping of public
opinion. Critical discourse analysis as performed by Fairclough insists on equally
exploring the socially constitutive and the socially shaped side of language use (1995:
55).

Fairclough divides the analysis into two foci: communicative events and orders of
discourse. Analysis of communicative events deals with a particular text, like the articles
analysed in this chapter. According to Fairclough, the concern is with continuity and

change: “in what ways is this communicative event normative, drawing upon familiar
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types and formats, and in what ways is it creative, using old resources in new ways?”
(1995: 56). Orders of discourse deal with overall structure and the way it evolves in the
context of social and cultural changes (1995: 56). The main concern in this chapter is on

communicative events.

Fairclough separates the analysis of the communicative event into three dimensions: the
text, the discourse practice and the sociocultural practice. The text level covers linguistic
analyses, analysis of vocabulary, semantics and phonology. This thesis is not concerned
with a detailed linguistic analysis. Analysis of the text also includes the organisation of
sentences or the overall structure of, for example, a newspaper article. Analysis of text is
concerned both with meaning and form, which are two interrelated dimensions of the
same, since meanings necessarily are realised in form (1995: 57). Questions of who is or
is not represented, how, and why, are important to unravel obvious as well as hidden
aspects in a text. Other than using the text itself at this stage in the analysis, I employ the
results from the content analysis to comment on the type of article and the photograph

accompanying it.

Whereas the analysis of the textual or linguistic 