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The Enduring Legacy
of the Mail &
Guardian Newspaper
SA

For more than three decades, the
Mail And Guardian Newspaper
Sa has stood as a pillar of
investigative journalism,
independent thought, and cultural
commentary in South Africa. Known
affectionately as the M&G, this
weekly publication has carved a
unique niche in a media landscape
often dominated by corporate
interests and political allegiance.
Its journey from an anti-apartheid
news sheet to a respected digital
newsroom mirrors the complex
evolution of South Africa itself. This
article explores the history, impact,
and ongoing relevance of the Mail
And Guardian Newspaper Sa,
examining how it continues to
inform, challenge, and inspire its
readership.

The Birth of a Fearless
Voice

Understanding the significance of
the Mail And Guardian
Newspaper Sa requires a look at
its origins. It was founded in 1985
as the Weekly Mail by Anton
Harber, Irwin Manoim, and a group

of journalists who had left the Rand
Daily Mail following its closure. The
late apartheid era was a time of
fierce state censorship, media
suppression, and political turmoil.
The Weekly Mail emerged as a
courageous alternative to the
mainstream, largely pro-
government press. It provided in-
depth reporting on the anti-
apartheid struggle, exposed
security forces' abuses, and gave a
platform to voices that were
otherwise silenced. This
unwavering commitment to truth-
telling earned it a reputation for
excellence and defiance. In 1991,
following a partnership with
London's The Guardian, the paper
rebranded as the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa,
cementing a global connection to
quality journalism.

Investigative Journalism at
Its Core

What truly sets the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa apart is
its relentless focus on investigative
journalism. Long before the term
gained global currency, the M&G
was dedicating resources to
unearthing corruption, exposing
malfeasance, and holding power to
account. From the arms deal
scandals of the early 2000s to state
capture under the Zuma
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administration, the M&G's
reporters have consistently
published stories that shape the
national conversation. The paper’s
investigative unit, often working in
cooperation with international
partners such as the International
Consortium of Investigative
Journalists (ICIJ), has produced
award-winning exposés. This
dedication has earned the Mail
And Guardian Newspaper Sa
numerous accolades, including
multiple Standard Bank Sikuvile
Journalism Awards. It is a
testament to the newspaper’s belief
that robust, independent journalism
is essential for a functioning
democracy.

Navigating the Digital
Revolution

Like all legacy media, the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa has had
to adapt to the digital age. The rise
of the internet, social media, and
shifting reader habits posed
existential challenges to the print
industry. The M&G responded by
evolving into a multi-platform
media operation. Its website,
mg.co.za, is now a primary
destination for news, offering
breaking stories, long-form
features, multimedia content, and
daily updates that complement the
weekly print edition. The Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa has also
embraced podcasts, newsletters,
and social media engagement to
reach younger, mobile-first
audiences. This digital
transformation has allowed the
newspaper to extend its influence
far beyond its print circulation,
making its journalism accessible to

a global audience while maintaining
its strong South African identity.

Key Sections and Content
Offerings

The Mail And Guardian
Newspaper Sa is renowned for the
depth and diversity of its content.
While many newspapers have
reduced their editorial scope, the
M&G continues to publish robust
sections that cater to a discerning
readership.

 News & Politics:
Comprehensive coverage of
domestic and continental
affairs, with a focus on policy
analysis, parliamentary
reporting, and political
investigations. The M&G is
often the first to break stories
about government corruption
or political intrigue.

e Opinion & Analysis: The
newspaper is famous for its
incisive opinion pages,
featuring contributions from
academics, activists,
columnists, and thought
leaders. These pieces
challenge conventional
wisdom and spark public
debate.

e Business & Economy:
Coverage goes beyond stock
market reports to examine
economic inequality, labour
issues, and the business of
state-owned enterprises. The
M&G's business desk often
investigates corporate
governance failures.

e Arts & Culture: The M&G
Friday section (now integrated
online) offers reviews,
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profiles, and essays on film,
music, literature, theatre, and
visual arts. It is a vital
platform for South Africa's
vibrant cultural scene.

¢ Environment & Science:
Reporting on climate change,
conservation, and scientific
research is increasingly
prominent, reflecting the
newspaper’s commitment to
covering issues of global
significance.

¢ Education & Features:
Long-form features explore
social issues, health,
education, and human rights
stories with nuance and
empathy.

The Mail & Guardian's Role
in Democratic South Africa

In a post-apartheid era, the Mail
And Guardian Newspaper Sa has
not rested on its laurels. It
continues to serve as a watchdog,
scrutinising the government,
political parties, and powerful
institutions. The newspaper has
been particularly critical of
corruption within the African
National Congress (ANC), while
also holding opposition parties to
account. This independent stance
has sometimes made it a target for
political attacks, but the M&G
maintains that its loyalty is to facts
and the public interest, not to any
party or ideology. Its role in
exposing state capture—the
systematic looting of state
resources by private interests
connected to political figures—was
pivotal. The M&G's journalism
helped galvanise public outrage
and contributed to the work of the

Zondo Commission. This
demonstrates how a single
newspaper, when committed to
rigorous reporting, can influence
the course of a nation.

Challenges Facing the Mail
& Guardian

Despite its prestige, the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa faces
significant challenges. The financial
model of print journalism has been
severely disrupted. Advertising
revenue has migrated to tech giants
like Google and Meta, and print
circulation has declined. like many
media outlets, the M&G has had to
implement cost-cutting measures,
including staff reductions. It
operates in a media market that is
highly competitive, with other
serious publications such as Daily
Maverick and News24 also
pursuing investigative journalism.
Additionally, the wider problem of
misinformation and disinformation
threatens the credibility of all
professional news organisations.
The M&G has responded by
emphasising fact-checking,
transparency, and reader-funded
models, including membership
programmes and donations.
Securing sustainable funding while
preserving editorial independence
remains its most pressing strategic
concern.

Comparison with Other
South African Newspapers

To fully appreciate the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa, it is
useful to consider its place among
other major South African
newspapers. Unlike the mass-
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market tabloids such as the Daily
Sun or the Sowetan, the M&G
targets a highly educated, niche
audience—often described as the
“thinking person's newspaper." It
competes more directly with Daily
Maverick, which has also built a
strong reputation for investigative
work and has a similar digital-first
approach. However, the M&G's
history and its continued print
presence give it a distinct identity.
While City Press and the Sunday
Times are major Sunday papers
with larger circulations, the M&G

offers a more critical, less
corporate perspective. Its
ownership structure, which

includes the Guardian Media Group
(UK) and a trust, provides a layer of
protection against commercial or
political interference, a luxury not
all newsrooms enjoy.

The Future of the Mail &
Guardian

Looking ahead, the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa is poised
to continue its evolution. The
newspaper is investing in data
journalism, visual storytelling, and
innovative digital formats to engage
readers. It is also leveraging its
brand to host events, such as the
M&G Literary Festival and the
M&G Top 200 Young South
Africans, which create community
and generate revenue. The
emphasis on reader revenue
through subscriptions and
donations suggests a move towards

a member-supported model, similar
to that of The Guardian in the UK
or The Texas Tribune in the US.
This approach could ensure that the
M&G remains independent and
focused on quality rather than
chasing clickbait. Moreover, the
newspaper’s commitment to
covering Africa as a whole—not just
South Africa—positions it as a
continental media leader. In an era
of fake news and shrinking
newsrooms, the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa remains
a vital beacon of truth, integrity,
and fearless journalism.

Conclusion

From its courageous beginnings in
the 1980s to its current status as a
digitally savvy, influential media
institution, the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa has
consistently demonstrated the
power of independent journalism. It
has exposed <corruption,
championed human rights,
celebrated culture, and held power
to account—all while navigating the
turbulent waters of a changing
media landscape. For readers who
value depth, analysis, and moral
clarity, the M&G remains an
indispensable companion. As long
as there are stories that need
telling and truths that need
uncovering, the Mail And
Guardian Newspaper Sa will
continue to be a name synonymous
with journalistic excellence in
South Africa and beyond.



