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Tribute to Aggrey Klaaste 1940 -2004

This great South African journalist passed away on the morning of 19 June 2004. 

He was a strong friend of the Department of Journalism and Media Studies at Rhodes University during his lifetime. He sat on the Board of the Chair of Transformation in the Department, a position sponsored by Independent Newspapers. He advised on what role the Department could play in South Africa. He addressed students, and hired a number on his paper. He gave valuable comment on the proposals for the Department's construction of the Africa Media Matrix new building. 

In 1999, in recognition of his service to journalism in South Africa, Klaaste was awarded an Honorary Doctorate in Literature by the University. 

In his graduation speech, he said: AI have, through accident and design, been placed in the shadow, the chase or pursuit of freedom and truth in their various elusive forms all my life." He added: "The worthy journalist tries to understand and article the subtleties between news and truth".

Klaaste joined journalism in 1963, after graduating from Wits University with a BA. He wrote for a wide range of publications such as Bantu World; Drum; Golden City Post, and World. In the 1977, he was detained without trial for seven months. 

His career highlight was his editorship of South Africa=s biggest daily newspaper at the time, the Sowetan. He led the paper from 1988 through an extremely difficult period (having also been a senior staffer through the banning of its predecessors, Post and World), and helped develop it into a national publication.  In so doing, he helped bring information to tens of thousands of disadvantaged South Africans, and to foster literacy amongst less educated readers.

Most importantly, Klaaste became something of an Aelder statesman@ in South African journalism through his vision of what a newspaper can do. During the torrid and violent conflicts of the early 1990s, he constructed a campaign of nation-building around the Sowetan. 

The slogan ASowetan: I choose peace@ became popularised, and the newspaper played an important mediating role between conflicting groups. In 1989, he took the Sowetan into sponsorship of South Africa=s massed choir festival, a sign of hope when Sowetans were being killed in railway coaches by masked gunmen.  

His  innovative leadership helped cement the credibility of journalism in the broader South African community, and provide a shining example for how newspapers could proactively promote peace and solutions, rather than fan the flames of bitterness and violence.  Numerous journalists speak of how his personal example inspired them to enter the profession. One was leading sports writer, Thomas Kwenaite, who noted this in his own speech when winning the Courageous Journalism Award administered by the department. 

It should also be said that Mr Klaaste was an excellent writer, and a perceptive and honest commentator. He was politically independent, and not afraid to point fingers at anyone. In one typical column, he criticised child abuse in black communities, saying: AIt is time we engaged in another struggle, perhaps a more difficult one, against ourselves. It is made more difficult by our complacency, by our having patted ourselves on the back for too long. The time for introspection and moral cleansing is now. It is no easy task because it is not demonstrative. You don=t exactly toyi-toyi when you have to challenge yourself. There is no cheering from the stalls and the rewards are mostly inward.@
Rhodes University's department of Journalism and Media Studies salutes the work and life of Aggrey Klaaste, and will do what it can to keep his memory precious amongst new generations of journalists. 

For further information: contact Prof Guy Berger, Head of Department. 
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