Source 3

This article, written by an anonymous press photographer, is in reaction to the restrictions on the freedom of expression and freedom of the media that existed during apartheid. The photographer felt that the restrictions meant that the experiences of the victims of apartheid could not be easily shared with others. 

A Photograph Not Taken

If anybody reads this, I hope they can do something with it—or better still, something as a result of it. I am not a writer; I am a photographer. My work is about creating images for the news and other media. I feel compelled to communicate what I saw, in written form, because the general media restrictions have intervened in our work to an extent that it is almost impossible to operate.

On 5 December 1986, I attended a funeral in Mphophomeni, a Natal township, for four residents, trade unionists and students who had been assassinated by Inkatha. Even without the restrictions, I am not sure that this funeral would have hit the headlines. Maybe the “story” was not big enough to warrant full coverage.

On my way to the church in Mphophomeni, two roadblocks manned by the police and army informed us that photographs were strictly forbidden and that my equipment was not to leave my car. On arrival at the church, the presence of the only legal camera was very obvious. A police crew was busy videoing everybody at the funeral.

As the crowd of 700 waited for the coffins, there was an uncomfortable silence. The police and army presence was felt; you could read it on people’s faces. There was none of the usual bravado, defiance and resistance we have come to expect from funerals in the last years. Instead, grief and pain abounded. There were no freedom songs, dancing or fiery speeches. We hung onto Archbishop Denis Hurley’s careful words as he hailed the trade union movement and called for a commission of inquiry into these “savage and brutal murders by people we know.”

A group of form-five pupils stood up to sing a song for a fallen comrade and classmate. Their farewell could not be completed as they broke down in hysterical wailing. A small procession carried his coffin out to be buried. Two crying children stumbled past, supported by the arms of a large mamma. Perhaps a photograph could have described beauty in a moment of such grief. Then we waited for the next coffin to be brought from the Pietermaritzburg police station. And the next. It was a very long funeral, interspersed with mournful hymns, and many silences. A shop steward got up to pay his respects to a long and close friend, but he broke down and couldn’t finish. When the last coffin was buried, people gathered at the gravesite, surrounded by casspirs and gun-toting policemen.

For me this funeral represented the end of an era, and the beginning of another that will take all our courage to change. The invasion of our lives by those who stand for this government—be they Inkatha, vigilantes, the police and the army—make us as vulnerable as we all were in that church.

It was not by coincidence that this was the second funeral of an assassination I went to cover in a week. It is also not a coincidence that these immensely restrictive measures have been placed on the press. It should then come as no surprise that I ask to remain nameless and hope to hell people with this information can do something.

Anonymous.
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
What were the consequences of the restrictions that were placed on the media by the apartheid state?

What were the experiences of those who attended the funeral?

How do you think funerals such as these impacted the resistance to apartheid?

How can we find out about the stories of victims that weren’t ‘big’ enough to make news? Are these stories important? How do we remember these people?
