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Ironically, censorship in South Africa is less well documented today than it was during the late 1980s.  Christopher Merrett suggests that ‘documentary defiance’ explains the activities of dozens of local and international human rights organizations (Slides 2&3) that documented apartheid oppression.  ‘Significantly’, he says, ‘it was the most brutal methods of the South African police state such as detention, torture, and assassination that were best recorded’.
  The documentary efforts of these organizations produced a wide range of sources on censorship in apartheid South Africa (Slides 4&5).

Most of these organizations disappeared after South Africa’s first democratic elections in 1994.  But censorship did not vanish with them.  This situation results in a challenge and a concern.  The challenge is how to document censorship in a constitutional and liberal democracy that South Africa now aspires to become.  A reasonable response is to recognize that wherever there are social forces to expand access to information there are social forces to restrict access.  This requires an outlook of constant vigilance that identifies both obstacles and opportunities related to documenting censorship.

The concern is that libraries may remain aloof to censorship and neglectful of their documentary role.  In the ‘struggle of memory against forgetting’,
 South Africa’s libraries do not have an inspiring historical record.  But there were a few librarians nonetheless who were resolute in resisting censorship.  And their example suggests that a wider transformation is possible.  A beginning would be for the library profession to break the silence and to confront its past honestly.  Libraries during the apartheid period were largely compliant, and their documentation activities revolved primarily around the practicalities of accommodating to censorship laws (Slide 7) instead of taking a principled stand against them.
  

To meet the challenge to document censorship in post-apartheid South Africa and plug past gaps, librarians will have to take account of new and historical sources (Slide 5).  There are several Internet-based sources that emerged after 1994 (some are discussed below).  Also, a number of recently published biographies and autobiographies are helpful in filling in details of the story of censorship, as are the personal archives of anti-apartheid activists.  Other sources now available too for perusal and possible collection by libraries are the archives of the notorious Publications Control Board, and some military and intelligence reports.  Afrikaans-language sources may still present both translation and indexing difficulties, but many more sources are available to supplement databases like that of the commendable Beacon for Freedom of Expression Project.

My own efforts to uncover the library’s role in the censorship past in South Africa have turned up several complexities and contradictions. Some university libraries, for example, used exemptions in the censorship laws to collect and make available banned materials to scholars.  But consultation registers for the use of these materials were readily accessible for inspection by security police, serving a surveillance function that could lead to the arrest and detention of anti-apartheid scholars and activists.
  Such materials would have been available to a so-called Marxist study group that was simply a ploy by apartheid academics working with security police to flush out unsuspecting activists.

In instances where librarians did speak out against censorship, they were more obsessed with order.  When banned books, for example, were being routinely burned at furnaces and incinerators around South Africa (Slide 8), a group of outspoken young librarians in Cape Town insisted that the government lists of books destined for the flames should be published ‘in accepted bibliographic style’.
  This is like saying that if we are going to burn books then let us at least do it in alphabetical order!  Equally disappointing was the selection policy of a major South African library service that included a clause stating that a book would be rejected if it constituted a ‘threat to internal security’.

Complexity and contradiction also characterized stronger anti-censorship efforts.  The Pasquino Society
, which was formed in 1969 by a number of academics at the University of South Africa (Unisa) in Pretoria, committed itself to promoting access to the arts and literature.  It also had a watching brief on censorship.  The Pasquino Society’s activities eventually ceased in 1974 when it became unclear whether its role should be that of a discussion group or that of a pressure group.  Significantly, it appointed an archivist who deposited a rich collection of anti-censorship materials in the Unisa Archives.
  Its vice-chairman, the artist Walter Battiss also made a large doll that accompanied him on talks about South Africa’s censorship laws.  He called it ‘Miss South Africa of the future’, and she had no eyes, ears or mouth, and her hands were mutating into a pair of scissors (Slide 12).

During a national campaign that ultimately collected 45 000 signatures protesting censorship, the Pasquino Society became embroiled in a debate about whether to solicit signatures from black South Africans.  The matter was settled unsatisfactorily by deciding not to refuse blacks wanting to sign but neither to solicit their signatures actively (Slide 11).  Ironically, about ten years later the work of the Johannesburg branch of PEN (International Association of poets, playwrights, essayists, editors and novelists) ground to a halt when black activists objected to the involvement of whites at decision-making levels in the association.

Contradictory social forces relating to information access persist today.  South Africa’s press is listed first on New York’s Freedom House rankings for freedom of the press in the Southern Africa region (Slide 13).  But the local reality belies this position.  For example, on the very same day (Friday 30 May 2005) that the Constitutional Court ruled for freedom of expression by dismissing a case brought by the giant corporation South African Breweries against a small company Laugh it off Promotions to use their brand to produce witty and sarcastic images, the Johannesburg High Court put a gag on the Mail & Guardian to place a newspaper article on the dubious source of funding for the ruling ANC (African National Congress) 2004 election campaign.

Similarly, South Africa passed information access legislation in 2000 (Slide 14), but its implementation leaves the intended beneficiaries still largely unserved.
  In 2004, the Open Democracy Advice Centre (Slide 15) tested the Promotion of Access to Information Act, of 2000 (PAIA).  It monitored 100 information requests by a diverse group of requesters (Slide 16) to a range of government institutions and found that 17% of requests could not be submitted at all for a variety of reasons.  It also found that South African deputy information officers simply ignored 52% of the requests.  Access to information using this law is still limited by the apartheid-era Protection of Information Act, of 1982.  And the statistics for 2003 collected by the South African History Archives (SAHA), a human rights archive, are ‘statistics of refusal’ (Slides 17-20). 

South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) collected a large amount of valuable information about the apartheid security establishment and the violation of human rights.  The TRC report recommended that upon completion of its work all TRC records should be transferred to the National Archives, and that they should be accessible by the public.  However, 34 boxes of sensitive information went missing.  In early 2001 the SAHA, submitted a PAIA request to the Department of Justice for a list of the missing files.  But full access to these files is still impossible.  Former ANC Minister of Justice Penuell Maduna granted the National Intelligence Agency (NIA), where the missing files were located, an exemption until 2008 from compliance with the PAIA disclosure provisions.  The former Minister also announced that the missing TRC records would be subject to re-classification by a NIA-based classification review committee.  

On 19 November 2003, the South African Cabinet announced its operational plan on Comprehensive Care and Treatment for HIV and Aids.  This gave hope to the 6 million people living with HIV/Aids in South Africa.  The Treatment Action Campaign (TAC), a non-government organisation that campaigns for greater access to HIV treatment for all South Africans, sought access to a timetable in this plan in order to assist the government with its implementation by ascertaining dates, locations and numbers of clinics, hospitals and numbers of patients to be treated and additional health care workers that would be hired.

The TAC was forced to take the Minister of Health to court on 18 June 2004 to compel access to the timetable under the PAIA (Slide 21).  The Department of Health responded in September 2004 that ‘Annexure A’ that contained the timetable was in fact a draft, and that references in the operational plan to this annexure were errors that should have been corrected.  In December 2004 the Minister of Health was ordered to pay punitive costs.  According to the High Court judgement, the Minister had had eleven opportunities to inform the TAC of the true situation but failed to do so.  Further litigation to access the timetable could be ended if the Minister of Health simply provides the information.  But the Minister remains defiant and still refuses to make an implementation timetable publicly available.  On 4 November 2004 thousands of TAC members marched and demonstrated in six cities around the country to demand access to information (Slide 22).  
Success with PAIA comes at a price that ordinary South Africans cannot afford.  There have also already been instances of organisations requiring payment of fees much higher than provided in the PAIA.  A private transcription service, for example, wanted to charge the SAHA over R 60 000 for the release of the record of proceedings of apartheid President PW Botha’s trial of contempt of the TRC.  The SAHA got the same record for less than R 5 000 from the George Magistrate’s Court.

The documentation of censorship by organizations with an Internet presence includes the Freedom of Expression Institute (FXI), which includes anti-censorship and access to information programmes (Slide 23).  The FXI has appointed a full-time coordinator to document a growing number of censorship cases.  It publishes progress reports that trace developments in specific cases.  The Independent Democratic Association of South Africa (IDASA) also includes a ‘right to know’ programme (Slide 24), and is investigating sources of political party funding and other matters of democratic accountability.  It publishes reports and developments on its website.  Organizations (Slides 25-6) that document access to information and censorship and that host useful websites include the South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) and the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA), and others not mentioned here.

The challenge to document censorship may therefore still be met in spite of the difficulties, but the concern is whether there is the professional will by libraries to do so.  The FAIFE Committee of the Library and Information Association of South Africa (LIASA) is still vacant (Slide 27).  LIASA’s President indicated that it has been difficult to find a team to drive this committee.
  In conclusion, three recommendations are offered for libraries in South Africa to respond to the challenge to document censorship (Slide 28), namely:

Libraries should identify and document gaps in the historical record on censorship;

Libraries should alert the public, act on and archive cases of censorship; and

Libraries should connect locally, regionally and globally with anti-censorship and documentary projects.

IFLA’s FAIFE Committee has a golden opportunity to facilitate the establishment of a FAIFE regional presence in Southern Africa at the forthcoming IFLA Conference in South Africa, in 2007.
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