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BREAKING NEWS:

OpEd 

Firebrand hasn't lost his spark after all these 
years 
Renowned journalist John Pilger is coming to South Africa for an 
honorary doctorate and to speak at the Time of the Writer Festival 

March 23, 2008 Edition 1  

Peter Bills  

He has pursued almost a crusade, a missionary-like zeal against 
the western world, its inadequacies and corruptions, for almost 40 
years. Few politicians of recent times have escaped the withering 
criticisms, the icy blast of his rhetoric. He once disparagingly called 
South African Finance Minister Trevor Manuel "a long-haired biker 
of the 1980s".  

Perhaps the driving force for journalist John Pilger's life work in 
exposing the rogue activities of politicians and countries come from 
his mother.  

Pilger still recalls asking her about some wealthy people they saw 
one day in the expensive Belleview suburb of Sydney where, as he 
puts it now, the "robber barons" of Australia lived. "I grew up in 
pretty humble circumstances near the best beach in the world, 
Bondi, in Sydney. What my mother said one day was, "These 
people are not better than us, just better off."  

Were these words the inspiration for his life's work? "I don't know," 
says the man who will come to South Africa next week to accept an 
honorary doctorate from Rhodes University and be one of the 
participants at the Time of the Writer Festival in Durban, which runs 
from March 25 to 30. He will be the featured writer on March 30, at 
the Elizabeth Sneddon Theatre.  

His was, he said, a very class-conscious family. "We didn't read 
Marx but we did read a lot of books. Both parents believed in that 
very strongly and it certainly had a real effect on me."  

Pilger, arguably the world's most renowned campaigning journalist, 
will be 60 next year. He has written more than a dozen books, 
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produced around 16 documentaries, a film, a play and DVDs. He 
has worked for most of the great newspapers and news magazines 
around the world. His reputation burgeoned in the 1960s and 1970s, 
when he wrote revealingly from wars such as Vietnam for the 
London Daily Mirror.  

Those were the great days of journalism when the Pilgers of the 
world enjoyed the financial support of wealthy media barons who 
would indulge them in spreading their wings across the global map 
to write searingly of the injustices they saw in all corners of the 
world: Vietnam, Cambodia, South Africa.  

His reputation has become synonymous with his assessment of 
countries in the western world, their policies and politicians. A left-
wing firebrand? He smiles, suggesting that if we call the wish to 
expose injustice, to point out policies of genocide left-wing, so be it.  

But doesn't every country have skeletons in its cupboard? "Yes. But 
the skeletons that rattle with such a din almost to deafness are 
those in former empires. They have always fascinated me.  

"Look at the way the British empire that I grew up with here in 
Australia operated and what it was about. Three things seemed to 
sum it up: cricket, royalty and boredom. Nothing, it seemed, 
happened among this benign force that covered the world. All was 
wonderful and calm. But that was nonsense. You only have to go to 
India or read Mike Davies' books on early 19th-century India to 
understand the truth."  

But doesn't the world have its fill of bad news? And, has not the 
flame of anger and protest started to moderate as old age 
approaches?  

Frankly, no; it has the opposite effect, he tells me. "I don't 
understand entirely those who decide to do a U-turn in their lives 
and become something else. It's almost as if they say goodbye to a 
part of their life that had no meaning.  

"The longer you live and observe what small groups of your fellow 
humans would like to do to the larger groups, the angrier you 
become."  

But when he sees so many fellow travellers from the 1960s now fat 
cats with warped morals, doesn't it depress him?  

"Frankly, yes. I do know people who once wanted to convince the 
world that they wanted to change it and brought people along with 
them. But then they changed direction for reasons of career and 
opportunities. That is depressing."  

Human nature? Pilger won't swallow that one. Most people, he 
says, follow a reasonably consistent line in their lives of decency 
and adhering to certain principles. Those who aspire to power are 
seduced by it.  

But given Pilger's renowned left-wing views, is it not the greatest 
oxymoron that next week he will be accepting a doctorate from a 
university named after Cecil John Rhodes?  

"No."  
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