5

BusinessDay www.businessday.co.za Thursday 20 May 2021

LIFE
ACTIVE HEALTH WORKING LIFE BIG IDEAS TRAVEL & FOOD BOOKS & TECH ART & ENTERTAINMENT
●

●

●

●

●

Stubborn leadership and
opportunities missed

Steyn’s ‘Seven Votes’
•is Richard
a rich review of a seminal

SOCIAL MEDIA

TikTok says it’s
a sunny corner,
but app has dark
side for children

period in the country’s history but
ultimately makes for sad reading
David Gorin

I

’m not a professional
historian,” says Richard
Steyn. “I try to get to the
essence. Not in order to
justify or judge, but to
explain.” In this case, he wants
to clarify the decade to 1950,
starting with SA’s parliamentary
decision on September 4 1939 —
by a small margin — to go to war
on the side of Britain.
For an amateur historian,
Steyn’s oeuvre is impressive;
we’re discussing Seven Votes,
his fourth book focused on the
country’s flux in the first half of
the 20th century.
The book’s opening section
covers the four days leading up
to the fateful vote. The prime
minister at the time, JBM
Hertzog, and his deputy, Gen Jan
Smuts, were sworn enemies.
But they had agreed strongly
enough about segregation as
common ground for the fusion
government of the 1930s, “an
uneasy marriage of
convenience between Afrikaner
and English-speaking interests”.
Now, their enmity could not
be sidestepped. Smuts,
outward-looking, insisted on
alignment with the
Commonwealth; Hertzog had
always wanted schism from
Britain, so the idea of fighting a
war alongside Britain was
anathema. He was also furious
that Smuts was reneging on his
1936 commitment, within the
cabinet, to remain neutral.
Smuts, believing Hitler’s recent
actions cast new, malevolent
light on his true intentions, felt
the agreement redundant.
The gloves were off. Fierce
lobbying, internal party
manoeuvres and doublecrosses, frantic communications
across Cape Town as the seat
of parliament, “cablegrams”
from London — Steyn wasn’t
trying to write a thriller, but
this is dramatic. “It was one of
the most extraordinary periods
in our parliamentary history,
alongside the lead-up to
Mandela’s release,” he affirms.
Actually, contextually the
voting margin wasn’t razor thin.

Fun memes: TikTok is known for its lip syncing, singing and dancing
videos for young users, but safety advocates say it has long prized
expansion over the protection of minors. /123RF/Jose Jonathan Heres

Still, just seven votes separated
SA from a radically different
construct during World War 2.
But history is partly a thought
experiment. How might SA have
been different had the vote been
in favour of neutrality? The real
tragedy running between the
lines of the book is that those
seven votes were perhaps
irrelevant to the country’s
watershed moment of 1948,
which would likely have
occurred irrespective. That is,
DF Malan was certainly enabled
by wartime; but he would likely
have been empowered, perhaps
earlier, by neutrality.
Steyn’s varied career as a
lawyer, communications executive and editor of The Natal
Witness and The Star newspapers make him eminently
qualified to see the strategies in
the politics, the flaws in the
arguments and the spins in the
political narratives of the times.
“The facts don’t change, but
history must be rewritten for
each generation, because
audiences do,” he says,
paraphrasing the British
historian Christopher Hill.
SA in the 1930s and 1940s,
like most of the world, was a
tumult of geostrategic forces,
fomenting political ideologies,
social tensions and economic
megatrends. But the
convergence of specific
faultlines was unique to SA:
Afrikaans- against Englishspeakers; African “natives”;
Indian and coloured
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Dramatic decade: GenJan Smuts gives the 'V' for victory sign. Richard Steyn sets out in his new book to explain SA’s parliamentary history
in the decade to 1950, which included the decision to go to war against Germany alongside Britain. /Keystone/Getty Images
communities versus whites;
miners (and communists)
resisting capitalists;
urbanisation’s pull upon rural
populations. And giant or
ambitious political players
roamed the field: Smuts, Malan
— and Mandela and Walter
Sisulu, who instigated the
ANC Youth League in 1944
and took control of the mother
body from passive, older ANC
leaders in 1949.
But the country lacked a
conciliatory leader who could
navigate the volatility and
collaborate across the spectrum.
Smuts was nearing 80 at the
war’s end; he’d been the colossus of local politics for decades
but was now out of ideas,
unable to conjure any workable
solutions to rising racial tensions — a situation ignobly yet
ably capitalised upon by Malan
in his “swart gevaar” strategies.
What advice might Steyn
have offered, had he
accompanied Smuts on one of
his regular Table Mountain
rambles? Steyn isn’t keen on

joining my conjectures: “Smuts
wouldn’t have listened to my
advice! At that age, he couldn’t
change. That was the
disappointment about Smuts.
Events overtook him.”
The last third of the book
draws together the consequences, as events seeded by those
seven votes started to reap their
bitter fruits. The surprise result
of the 1948 election, and racist
legislation such as the Group
Areas Act and the Population
Registration Act that quickly
followed, triggered in turn a
more virulent strain of African
nationalism.
“SA has chosen the road to
national suicide,” said ANC
leader AB Xuma after the
election. Polarisation, economic

STEYN’S PRIMARY
MESSAGE IS
THAT THE 1940S
WAS A MISSED
OPPORTUNITY

disruption, migration, racial
disharmony, the geopolitics of
Empire’s break-up, African and
Afrikaner nationalism at
opposite ends of a chasm: these
forces were at play in ways that
reverberate today.
Can history help us avoid the
mistakes of the past? Steyn’s
primary message is that the
1940s was a missed opportunity. “History does teach us that
it doesn’t pay to shut doors in
peoples’ faces, as Smuts did to
Xuma in the late-1940s.”
Closed doors, stubborn
leadership, opportunities
missed — it rings familiar. With
our undereducated electorate,
with populism on the rise,
where does Steyn think we’re
headed? “We’re on autopilot.
There’s no real leadership, we
don’t seem to have coherent
policies domestically or
internationally. Things shift in
cycles. But don’t ask me to
predict the next one!”
Seven Votes, a rich review of
a seminal period in the
country’s history, ultimately

makes sad reading. Post-war,
the centre could not hold, and so
instead of SA being recognised
for its sacrifices and contribution to the Allied victory, “the
Union found itself pilloried and
isolated for its racism”.
Could Hertzog have been
more conciliatory, both towards
the right wing of Afrikanerdom
and the rising African nationalism? Might that have smoothed
history’s path? Could Smuts
have diligently faced up to the
reality of black aspirations, to
bring their representatives into
the fold of national leadership
and to prime black citizens for
deeper democratic
participation? The book
prompts ponderings like these.
The value of works such as
Seven Votes — whether written
by academics or amateur
historians — is to extend our
thinking beyond comfort and
force us to confront difficult
questions. History carries deep
lessons, if only we would probe
further — and try to engage with
the explanations offered.

ikTok is known primarily
as a launch pad for funny
memes, dance routines
and lip-syncing videos. The
company embraces that
reputation with a tagline, “the
last sunny corner on the
internet”. But there’s a dark side
to TikTok that engulfs some of
the app’s youngest users.
Beneath the surface, TikTok
also hosts videos promoting
anorexia, bullying, suicide and
sexual exploitation of minors.
Personalised recommendations,
driven by algorithms owned by
the parent company Bytedance,
often make it harder for parents
to track what their children are
seeing and for regulators to
monitor what children are being
exposed to on the app.
“Parents think that TikTok
has some redeeming values,”
David Gomez, a school resource
officer in Idaho, said on the
fourth episode of Foundering:
The TikTok Story. “Videos, lip
syncing, singing, dancing
around. OK. I see that stuff. But
parents are just not
understanding how many
predators are on TikTok.”
A spokesperson for TikTok
said the company is “deeply
committed” to the safety of
minors and that it continues to
strengthen safeguards. In
January, TikTok stopped
allowing strangers to comment
on videos posted by users under
16 years old. And it restricted the

ability to download their videos
and changed the default settings
on children’ accounts from
public to private.
But the problems began
years before TikTok even
existed. Children flocked to
Musical.ly, the precursor to
TikTok. Back then, one
advertising executive called
it “the world’s youngest
social network” because its
audience included primary
schoolchildren.

PARENTS ARE JUST
NOT UNDERSTANDING
HOW MANY
PREDATORS ARE
ON TIKTOK
Safety advocates said TikTok
for years prized expansion over
the protection of minors. “Their
company exploded in growth
across the world, and they just
didn’t prioritise child safety as
they were growing,” said Dawn
Hawkins, who runs a US
advocacy group called the
National Centre on Sexual
Exploitation.
Hawkins said she spent
months helping an eight-yearold relative get inappropriate
videos of him in his underwear
taken down from TikTok. She
acknowledged that TikTok has
made a number of
improvements, but said it is still
not a safe place for young
children to roam unmonitored.
/Bloomberg

BOOKS

In gallery of rogues Van Riebeeck and Zuma stand shoulder to shoulder
Lesley Stones

D

iscussing crime is our
national sport, and
journalists Matthew
Blackman and Nick Dall must
have made themselves
unpopular around many braais
with their penchant for
proving that corruption didn’t
begin with the ANC.
Those combative
conversations sparked the idea
for Rogues’ Gallery and after
months of painstaking work
they have produced a solid and
entirely factual account of the
history of government
corruption in SA.
I won’t say it’s
comprehensive, because this
probably covers just a fraction
of our corruption iceberg, with
too many other stories to
include or too well hidden to
be unearthed.
It’s also far from the first
book to pair the words “rogues”
and “gallery” in the title,
showing that compiling
anthologies of scoundrels is a

long-standing global occupation.
The premise behind this
version is to show that
corruption is a long and
inglorious tradition, which
has become an equal
opportunities sport and a
“multiracial, multicultural,
multilingual endeavour”.
The first nine chapters are
entirely devoted to white
corruption, and it’s astonishing
to see how the same core
methods have been repeated
over the centuries — nepotism,
unqualified cadre appointments,
paybacks, bent officials and
bought judiciary.
Blackman and Dall begin
with the question “when exactly
did corruption start in SA?”
There were no records of what
went down before the settlers
arrived, but it was certainly
fuelled by the arrival of Jan
van Riebeeck in 1652. In fact,
Van Riebeeck only landed in
the Cape after being accused
of graft in his previous post
in Vietnam.
The early chapters fill in the

back stories of places I’ve
visited and admired, such as the
Vergelegen wine estate. Ah, the
Nkandla of its day, built by
money siphoned off from the
Dutch East India Company by
Cape governor Willem Adriaan
van der Stel.
When local farmers
complained about the various
crimes he was committing, they
were forced to recant by being

tortured, placed in solitary
confinement and subjected to
sham trials.
There have been remarkable
shenanigans over the centuries,
such as appointing an official
wine taster who could wreak
havoc by destroying any he
decided was inferior, if he
wasn’t lubricated with a bribe.
The book also highlights
brave whistle-blowers,
including journalists who have
been one source of brightness in
this dark and shady world.
What’s lovely in those first
chapters is how newspapers
of the day weren’t afraid to
call out crime and give the
powerful a roasting.
It’s all impeccably
researched, yet in the early
chapters the need to piece
everything together from the
archives sometimes creates a
staccato feeling, with less ability
to weave an engaging,
opinionated narrative around it.
The later chapters flow more
easily, in which the facts are
still solid but historical evidence

can be backed up with more
natural storytelling.
The writing style is based
on bemused analysis and
amusing asides, scattered with
doses of irony. Boxes of related
info that doesn’t quite fit into the
main thread help to break up
the layout and add colour to
the stories. That doesn’t make it
a book you want to devour in
large chunks like a novel,
however, and one or two
sections is the maximum I could
stomach at a time.
While the historic sections
are useful scene setters to prove
that criminality is nothing new, I
found the later chapters far
more engrossing. Now we’ve
reached names I’m familiar with

THE SAME CORE
METHODS (OF
CORRUPTION)
HAVE BEEN
REPEATED OVER
THE CENTURIES

but deeds I was hazy about.
Here they tackle the Nazistyle Broederbond, who worked
to create a racist “Godordained” state that controlled
the people and the economy.
That gave free flights to some
ludicrous devilry, with
state-owned enterprises
refusing to disclose their
spending, a fund specifically
created to manipulate or
buy the media, money
disappearing into Swiss bank
accounts, and an attempted
coup in the Seychelles.
Then there was the more
recent trial of Dr Death —
Wouter Basson, who ran labs to
design chemical and biological
weaponry. In a trial that only
ended in 2002, the apartheidera judge decided that 153
witnesses were lying, only
Basson was telling the truth, and
acquitted him of 46 charges
including murder, fraud and
drug trafficking.
When you reach the final
chapter devoted to Zuma, the
style changes. Instead of

Nazi-style: Nico Diederichs
was chairperson of the
Broederbond, the secretive
Afrikaner nationalist
organisation that infiltrated SA
government institutions./Supplied
investigating his crimes as with
the previous rogues, it presents
them as a continuation of what
has gone before. So shameless
nepotism, using government

funds on his own property and
benefiting from an arms deal,
for example, are presented as
accusations and contrasted with
the examples exposed in
previous chapters.
It works well, by reminding
us of the “dizzying acts of
corruption and state capture
that occurred while JZ was at
the helm” without adding to the
already copious records
compiled by other books,
reports and commissions.
As you’re reading Rogues’
Gallery, you realise that our
politicians are no more corrupt
now than those in the past, and
that only brave, honest people
with the guts to blow the
whistle have saved us.
It reinforces the need for
fearless investigative
journalism, which has been the
downfall of corruption and
looting for centuries.
Long may it continue. The
brave journalism, I mean,
since it’s obvious that corruption
is an inbuilt human trait that’s
going nowhere.

