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S I drove to work listening to

the carradio, I could hardly be-

lieve my ears. The president
had issued a special statement on
the death of a teenager, Leigh some-
body. But so did the office of former
president Nelson Mandela and a
host of other organisations.

While driving home that evening
to the soothing sound of classical
tunes, the show’s host interrupted
the programme to bid condolences
to the parents of Leigh. I was irritat-
ed because I was wondering how the
" parents of the hundreds of young
people who get killed every year feel
about this special attention.

Why this woman? My conditioned
racial antennae relayed familiar
' answers: it is a white, blond woman
from Sandton, stupid! I entertained
this easy answer for a moment, but 1
sought rival explanations.

Then the repeated media images
of Baby Tshepang came to mind, the
little kid who was brutally raped
and killed. So did the images of the
police dogs being set on suspected il-
legal immigrants.

And I remembered: no, this was
| not simply an obsession with the vi-
olation of a white woman. It had
everything to do with the obsession
of South Africans with the most vile,
outrageous and provocative stories
of crime and violence. The media
here has a dual role: it creates the
angst which has come to define our
state of being, and it feeds that angst,
night after night, day after day, with
| the most vicious atrocities or
thoughtless images imaginable.

1t would be easy to blame only the
media for this dumbing down of the
public, but we also need to take a
good look at ourselves as consumers
of this relentless onslaught on our
senses. Drive along any major road-
way in South Africa and watch the
billboards advertising the main
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news of the day.

1 keep a mental record of some of
these: “Leopard eats Dog” or
“Women Rape Man” or “Nude
Springboks: Pictures” or “Woman’s
Unexplained Itchy Bum”. I did not
make this up; these
are actual billboard
advertisements by
newspapers reach-
ing record sales.

AsSouth Africans,
we talk ourselves
into a collective so-
cial depression. We
hunger for bad news,
vile stories and vi-
cious behaviour.

I recently spoke at
a meeting of school
principals, but be-

The media has a
dual role: if creates
the angst which has
come to define our
state of being, and it
feeds that angst,
night affer night, day
aofter day, with the

can live without fear of the state. I
do not believe the economy could
do better at this time. I sense in-
credible optimism outside the
country about our potential as a de-
veloping economy. And I witness
daily the sponta-
neous vitality and
hopefulness among
our youth. And it is
our youth who de-
serve better stories
about our future
than what the media
and adults bequeath
to them. I recently
spoke to hundreds of
youngsters from
neighbouring

schools at two AT-
KV camps. I shared

fore I took the stage, P with them lessons of
one of their riumbelr{' mOST VICIOUS atro- life that, I aglgﬁed,
read from the boo it they were unlikely
of Lamentations and ClTleS or Thoughﬂess to learn at school

then prayed. He be-
seeched the Al
mighty to save our
country from its evils and from the
terrible state of our education sys-
tem.

I was horrified that his personal
state of mind was what the children
in his school have to face every day.
To be sure, there is much that can
be improved in our society and our
schools. But I do not believe that
our country is falling apart. Yet this
state of mind is what creates the
doom and gloom of our society.

1 believe we have a young, tested
but resilient democracy. 1 enjoy a
country in which for the first time 1

images imaginable

and which were vi-
tal to their survival
in a new SA and a
global economy. Most of all, I spoke
ahbout their untapped potential,
bright futures and about hope.

At one of these camps, scores of
youngsters stood in line to talk ex-
citedly about the positive messages
they heard about their future. God
forbid that these young people in-
herit the negativism of adults and
the media; for it is in their orienta-
tion to the future that the future of
our country can be secured.

For this to happen, we have to
stop behaving as if we are victims.
White people believe they are vic-
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tims, that'everything they once en-
joyed has been delivered into the
hands of blacks. It is impossible, in
this mindset, to believe that the
black candidate in a job interview
could ever be the better candidate -
it could only be affirmative action.

Africans believe they are still vie-
tims and that whites still control
the economy and hold the best jobs;
the fact that the public sector is al-
most entirely black is not visible to
such claims. Coloureds think they
have the best argument for victim-
hood: “Not white enough under the
old order, not black enough under
the new order.”

Yet when I visit Cape Town,
where I grew up, I find to my horror
that the frontline employees in
shops, banks and businesses re-
main cccupied by, yes, coloured
men and women. Yet we are all vic-
tims. I saw a healthy 20-something
white man on a street with a board
that said in Afrikaans that he was
jobless because of affirmative ac-

. tion. Next to him was a healthy 20-
something black man selling cheap
children’s toys. But the opposing
images they represented were
powerful: the one man sought sym-
pathy for his imadgined state, the
other tried to make the best of his
equally miserable situation.

How we see the future, is all in
the mind.
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