
When the older woman says “not that traditional cure!” culture 
is placed at two levels. She gives advice to the younger woman 
about which level to associate with. Knowledge is therefore 
associated with approval, and approval with power – these 
are associated with elders. Images where role models are used 
to lessen African culture remain degrading to anyone who 
believes in the effectiveness of tradition. “We can no longer 
afford to frown upon our ways, by trying to fit into other peo-
ple’s perspectives,” says Biko.

Elders, death, and traditional healers are significant forces 
in the African cycle of life. They can however, be used to form 
incomplete and uninformed images, leading to misrepresenta-
tion and misconceptions about culture.

Smoother knowledge
In our everyday lives, Western and African medicine are used 

-
ern medicine at the expense of traditional remedies – there 
are many unexplored benefits of traditional medicine, but it 
doesn’t have advertising opportunities.

In these adverts, traditional and Western medicines are 

these images, traditional healers can also be stereotyped as 
liars – because some people do tend to have doubts about 
cures that are “unscientific”. Such images become particularly 
significant during certain health debates – whether or not HIV/
Aids patients will derive benefits from traditional methods. 

Like Med-Lemon, Woods Peppermint Cure is packaged 

Med-Lemon advert, the scene opens with bags of traditional 
medicine on the floor before zooming in on the patient. These 
bags are silenced and defaced because they are not given any 

smaller and quicker to make – just add water! 
The young woman (in the Woods ad) portrays traditional 

medicine as difficult, messy, and leaving clean up work for her. 
The medicine looks like muddy water with bubbles – becom-
ing undesirable to the family’s (and essentially to viewers’) 
senses.

Are we saying that tradition is out of control, while 
Western practices are more advanced, well packaged, easily 

digested and smoother on our throats? Advertisements work 

ingredients packaged in sacks (in a world where everything is 
shrinking). These images are not only about depicting Western 
knowledge as desirable, but also about dishonouring and 
mocking African knowledge and spirituality.

Editing history and tradition’s significance
Through images, time can be edited. The AVBOB advert’s 
pay-off line is “Keeping you at peace for over 80 years.” The fact 
that AVBOB has been trying to capture the African population 
for about a decade, (they preferred white clients during the 
apartheid era) nullifies the line. The advert places children in a 
funeral scene, whereas in African cultural history, children are 
kept as far away as possible from funerals.

Africans regenerate by relying on and connecting with tra-
dition. Reproducing themselves through respecting the dead is 
a form of rebuilding. 

When I first saw the AVBOB advert, I was pissed off, as it 
is common knowledge in our communities that children don’t 
go to funerals, unless it is their next of kin’s. In our everyday 
lives, it’s more difficult to physically honour customs such as 
bowing your head down if a funeral procession passes next to 
you. These customs, however, are still related by elders – ad-
vice on the do’s and don’ts regarding tradition. The children in 
the AVBOB advert peep into the funeral tent and the woman 
gives them food, which displays an inaccuracy of traditional 
information and lack of research for the advert. 

One wonders, how involved is a community in the crea-
tion of images meant to reflect their lives?

Life’s contradictions
I had a conversation about these images with a traditional 
healer I met at an international science community gathering 
recently. Contradiction struck when we started talking about 
an African flow of life.

“I am a researcher at an institution where I have to give 
‘scientific’ evidence to my knowledge. I am also a traditional 
healer entrenched in my spirituality, I am proud of my profes-
sion as a healer and trusted by my patients (her wrists and 
neck display various sangoma beads). I also dress in modern 

ways,” she says about her everyday life
She is married to a white man and says that she lives a 

traditional and modern life because “it is required of us in our 
day, we are educated and participate in a global arena with 
Western influences”.

The traditional healing profession is not respected because 
it is portrayed as “business in the dark” – as in the Med-Lemon 
advert, the healer’s dim-lit home presents an informal, inferior 
and hidden healing space. 

This conversation confirmed that many Africans (even 
traditionalists) live life holistically – weaving different and 
relevant experiences into our daily lives, without frowning on 
our cultural values. 

In conclusion
Images portrayed by such adverts (judged as innocent parody) 
inform how advertising can influence mindsets and prejudice 
viewers. 

These images continue to perpetuate stereotypes of black 
people as the savage – the traditional healer as dishonest, unin-
formed, and followers instead of initiators of trends.

As much as depictions from some of these images are 
classified as positive by people who don’t condone traditional 
beliefs, they undermine viewers who identify with traditional 
practices.

These considerations raise important questions, such as: 
How critical is the average television viewer in 2005? Who 
creates (and packages) images that leave African culture 
incomplete and barbaric? Who approves TV images that seek 
to capture our minds? Are we passive, stimulated or ignorant 
image recipients? Can we invoke a transformation in how we 
view images – about black people – through social institutions 
like mass media? 

Africa in the streets of advertising
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Meanings and messages
Media education and literacy is a must have in a contemporary 
media environment says René Smith.

The pervasive nature of the mass media in our 
everyday lives necessitates the development of 
skills that will allow recipients of information 

to actively engage meanings and messages so as to 
become more discerning viewers.

Audiences need to be equipped with tools that 
allow them to unpack the ways in which media mes-
sages operate within society. 

Media education involves education about the 
ways in which meanings and messages are con-
structed through codes of form and content as well 
as the effects of ownership and control on media 

production and consumption. 
Critical consumption of the media implies 

engagement with production, consumption, regula-
tion and issues related to representation, in both 
traditional and new media, so as to afford audiences 
the right to make choices concerning the information 
sought and/or received. 

What we see or hear on television, radio, Internet 
or in films, DVDs, newspapers and magazines is 

cannot expect the public to question, decode and 
deconstruct meanings without having the necessary 

tools to do so. 
Signifiers are an indispensable part of media 

production – media education and literacy en-
tails reading these texts using media skills used in 
production and recognises active decoding of the 
dominant ideologies. 

counter “pessimistic” approaches to media power 
and passive consumption habits. These debates, how-

literacy skills in fostering critical engagement and 
independent thinking in democracies where
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 independence and freedom of expression guar-
antees are constantly challenged. 

Media education and literacy advances informa-
tion and understanding of our human rights and 
constitutional guarantees. “Moral regeneration”, for 
example, is dependent on a participatory and free 
media environment – it requires access and inter-
action with different forms of media and diverse 
opinions so as to develop critical literacies conducive 
to sustaining democracy. 

Media education in democratic South Africa 
necessitates a review of the ways in which the mass 
media in apartheid South Africa was used to chal-
lenge or perpetuate a discriminatory regime through 
ideological structures. 

It must also assess the current status quo of con-
stitutional guarantees around freedom of expression 
and the many ways in which the media operates in 
democratic dispensations.

The freedom of expression guarantees enshrined 
in the Constitution ensure that post-apartheid South 
Africa’s political, social and economic agendas are 
communicated freely and that citizens have the right 
to access information. 

Media freedom thus provides audiences/media 
consumers with the right to choose how to engage 
media messages. Equipped with media literacy skills 
– the ability to read media texts – individuals will be 
in a position to make more informed media choices, 
participate in civil society, and contribute to the 
development of a local media industry. 

More informed audiences
Democracy will benefit from more informed audi-
ences, capacitated educators, and youth who will 
be better equipped for professional involvement in 
a dynamic media industry.  A more media literate 
society will demand increased access to media use 
and media diversity and pluralism.

While media education and literacy is to varying 
degrees the subject of diverse programs in South 
Africa and extra curricula activities across the coun-
try, it has still not been formally introduced into the 
national school curriculum. 

Claim – everyone Can Learn to Access and Inter-
act with Media – is a programme that promotes and 
advocates for media literacy and education. It is an 
outcome of the National Media Education Initiative 
(NMEI), spearheaded by the Film and Publication 
Board. Claim and various groups interested in media 
literacy and education – represented by the NMEI 
– form an integrated network of media education 
expertise and resources. 

Claim will pilot multimedia toolkits in five sites 
across the country targeted at learners, their educa-
tors, parents, guardians and diverse community 
groups. The aim is to test an approach and a course 
that promotes critical and creative media literacy; 
independent thinking, access to media and use of 
cultural products (such as media) to get one’s voice 
heard. 

It also aims to encourage individuals and various 
communities to explore careers in the media industry 
and develop audiences for local productions. 

Claim advocates the incorporation of media 
education into national education curricula and 
for an integrated approach to promoting dialogue 
among children, young people and their parents and 
guardians as well as between media consumers and 
producers. 

The task team includes African Film Research 
and Outreach (AFRO), which produces educational 
material on African Films; the Film and Publication 
Board (FPB), a statutory body; the Film Resource 
Unit (FRU), which aims to develop audiences and 
improve distribution channels for independently 
produced and developmentally appropriate film and 
video materials; and the South African Chapter of the 
Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA-SA). 
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