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A G L A N C E at any newspaper will convince the most casual reader that this is an age of violence. 
Wars are repor ted, deaths, maimings, crimes, accidents. You name them and you will f ind them, 

or a t least some of them, in practical ly every edi t ion of every newspaper. Hi jacking on the high 
seas disappeared when pirates went out of fashion, but now we have skyjacking — a new fo rm of 
v icUnce. K idnapping has suddenly become a-la-mode — kidnapping which has always been con
sidered one of the rriost heinous of crimes, has inexplicably reared its ugly head and become mors 
prevalent than it has ever been. There are riots and raids, and those responsible for the maintenance 
of law and order of ten outdo in violence those they are a t tempt ing t o contain. Protest becomes 
violent and it is met with violence. In this cont rac t ing world, with all its compl icated network o f com
munications, communicat ion is rapidly breaking down, discussion proves impotent and might is r ight . 
The civilized d ic tum of "Live and let l i ve" is be ing trampled under foot by the law of the jungle — 
"K i l l o r be ki l led." 

It is impossible to assess whether the world 
is more or less prone to violence lhfl.ii it has 
been in the past, but if Press coverage can 
he laken as an index of the state of the world 
then relativitv becomes irrelevant — all that 
needs to he considered is that violence is ex
ceedingly prevalent r ight here and now. One 
might well he forgiven for wondering why. 

Man has made such enormous technological 
progress that he dare not become involved in 
total violence for he is in grave danger of des
troying himself. Is it because he dare not in
dulge in total war that he must vent his ag
gression constantly on a "lesser scale? Yet 
there lias been progress in the humanit ies too. 
Man has explored his mind, his brain, his 
emotions, his temperament, his character. 
Theoretically he should he able to devise 
means by which his aggressive insticts can 
he chanelled into constructive expression. 
There has indeed been a development of lib
eral thought , of recognition of the r ights of 
the individual, of respect for the dignity of 
man. hut all this is apparently impotent in the 
face of the mailed fist, and impotent to con
trol its use. 

Everywhere conflict takes precedence over 
co-operation, competition over co-existence, 
destruction over discussion, warfare over wel
fare* pugilism over pacifism, selfishness over 
selflessness, violence over virtue. I t is not 
that there is no awareness of the value of co
operation, co-existence, discussion, welfare, 
pacifism, selflessness, virtue. The very exis
tence of organisations such as the United Na
t ions, the International Red Cross, the Inter
national Labour Organisation, the Peace 
Corps, the Common Market is concrete proof 
of tliis awareness. There is ample recognition 

of the fact that man can only benefit from liv
ing in harmony with his fellow-man. and 
yet despite all his attempts to do so violence 
prevails. W i n ? 

Perhaps it is those very means of com
munication, which should help to bind and 
to build bridges, which are in fact responsible. 
In the shortest possible t ime everyone any
where can know what is happening every
where else. Because violence is considered 
newsworthy while virtue is dull the news con
tains a concentration of all the violence per
petrated all over the world. The television 
watcher, the radio listener, the newspaper 
reader is encouraged to wallow in a plethora of 
sordiness. squalor, sadism. It is not surpris
ing that sooner or later he comes to accept 
this as unexceptionable, as inevitable. He may 
not wish to indulge in such behaviour himself 
but he no longer reacts to it as he should. His 
sensitivities become blunted, he develops a 
cynicism which expects onl_\ the worst from 
his fellow-men. If he is able to retain his faith 
in what he believes people should be he is 
regarded as a starry-eyed idealist by all those 
whose " rea l i sm" has been moulded by every
thing they see and hear. Always the emphasn 
is on crisis, on horror, on morbidity. Small 
wonder that positive achievements are over
looked and that people develop a one-sided 
sense of values with all the emphases in the 
wrong places. 

JNor is it only what is reported that matters 
so much , it is also the manner in which it is 
reported. Tradit ion has ascribed to the journa
list and the newscaster the j o b of repor t ing 
facts without comments — just cold, hard 
facts. Th is has inevitably led to a kind of two-
dimensional presentation which is completely 
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lacking in depth. There is little if any dis
cussion of cause and effect, of motivations and 
pressures, of repercussions and results. The 
outcome of this is that the facts presented 
become completely divorced from the people 
they are about . The events themselves take 
precedence over those who are responsible for 
them and those w h o are on the receiving end 
of them. This impersonal view depersonalises 
people who eventually cease to matter as people 
to the multitudes to whom these events are 
presented as the news of the day. They be
come numbers , statistics, cyphers — so many 
maimed or killed in war, so many maimed 
or killed in accidents, so many hijacked or 
kidnapped or knifed, or robbed or raided. 
T h e implications for these people and for those 
to whom they matter is utterly lost sight of. 
There is too much regard for the facts, too 
little for the human beings involved. 

Detached attitude 

Whether it is intentional or not, and sure
ly it is not •—- for this sort of presentation of 
fact by the news media has grown from the 
unquestionably praiseworthy efforts to pre
sent facts in as unbiased and objective a man
ner as possible — the inevitable result has 
been the development o£ a depersonalised and 
detached atti tude towards people in the vast 
majority of the public , and it is this very 
atti tude which makes violence increasingly 
possible. If people are not people, if people are 
not encouraged to identify with other people, 
to be emphathet ic and sympathetic, then it 
becomes that much simpler to commit acts of 
violence against them. Unpersons do not mat
ter. They can be attacked, they can be violat
e d ; physical, mental and moral outrages can 
be perpetrated upon them, and the whole th ing 
becomes a vicious circle of violence that is re
ported and that leads to more violence. 

Just as complete tolerance can become an ex
pression of weakness so can complete objec
tivity become an abrgation of human values. 
When human events are recorded without due 
regard for the humani ty of those involved 
then this objectivity transforms humans into 
ohjects, a highly undesirable slate of affairs. 

The news media do a tremendous job in 
keeping the world aware of what is happen
ing in the world. Over the years they have 
exercised an invaluable influence on people 
and events everywhere. They wield a degree of 
power impossible to assess. In the main they 
have been aware of their responsibility and 
have attempted to shoulder it through the em

ployment of techniques which apart from edi
torial comment, absolve them from criticisms 
of bias or partiality. I suggest that this is no 
longer desirable. The world cannot afford 
Mich impersonal objectivitiy. I t needs com
mitted people, people who will stand up and 
be counted, people who are sensitive to the 
needs and the suffering of o ther people, people 
who have convictions and the courage of them, 
people who respect the dignity and the essen
tial humani ty of other people. The news 
media must use their influence to encourage 
people to regard people as people, and dis
passionate objectivitiy will never achieve this . 
Perhaps those who arc responsible for a res
ponsible Press might probably consider turn
ing their attention to the devising of new tech
niques of presentation of the news which will 
restore to readers a human viewpoint. 

If, for instance, newspapers were to stop 
referring to " the indigent", " the needy", " t h e 
disenfranchised", " the displaced", " the liber
als" , " the leftists", " the underprivileged", " the 
homeless", to mention but a few examples, 
and were instead to talk of people who are 
hungry, people who have no vote, people who 
have no homes, people who believe in liberal
ism or communism or nationalism, then all 
those who are being written about would in
deed be people to the reader and not abstract 
labels for and about whom it is unnecessary 
o r inappropriate to feel. If " the unemployed" 
were people who had no work , and "t i ie riot
ers '' were people who were rioting because 
they had no work, or felt they were being ex
ploited, or were hungry, and if " t h e police" 
who used batons and guns against them were 
"pol icemen" who felt themselves threatened 
and had to protect themselves, then events 
could still be presented objectively but they 

"Whi le politics decide how and when an 
African man must sleep, when he must 
wake up, what he must do after waking up, 
what and where he must eat, how and where 
he must be housed, the councillors are for
bidden to touch on these vital issues. 

" I f they do so, they are accused of tak
ing part in politics. These issues permeate 
an individual's life to such an extent that 
even where he must get his wife is prescrib-
ed." 

3/r. Francis Mncube* 
Chairman of the Sotveto Urban 
Bantu Council* 

The Black Sash, December, 1970 22 Die Swart Serpf Desember 1970 



would not he depersonalised. The publ ic would 
not then get the impression that they were 
reading " n e w s " with which there was no call 
to identify, about impersonal generalisations 
which bear no resemblance to themselves or to 
iheir environment as they know- it . They 
would be reading about people, men and 
women who th ink and feel and hur t and re
act, h u m a n beings whose motives could he 
understood even if or when they might not be 
condoned. 

T h i s may appear to be a simple exercise in 
semantics, b u t i t implies a significant change 
in emphasis . I t is all too easy for people to 
remain uncommit ted , unconcerned, unmoved, 
when o ther people are viewed as categories 
with convenient labels attached and not as 
people l ike themselves, in its determination to 
present the facts without emot ion the Press 
has fallen into the trap of half-facts, for by-
and-large the facts are about people and people 

arc larger than facts. T h e vocabulary used to 
describe them is inadequate. Poor people are 
poor people. The term " the underprivileged % 

does not even begin to convey the realities ot 
poverty, neitheir does the term " the wounded * 
begin to convey the sufferings of people w h o 
have been grievously hur t . It is possible to stir 
emot ions without wri t ing emotionally, but 
simply by writing about people. If emot ions 
are stirred and complacence is disturbed 
human beings will once more assume sig
nificance as individuals with w h o m other in
dividuals can and will identifv. T h e news me-
dia can play a fundamental role in helping 
to br ing about this change in emphasis which, 
in its turn , might eventually lead to a rejection 
of violence- of peace and harmony for all 
people. Few people commit violence on the i r 
neighbours . Let the news media, with their 
enormous coverage, make neighbours of the 
world. 


