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Speech at Sikuvile Journalism Awards/ Mandla Langa/ 21 May 2014 

Soweto Theatre 

 

Master of Ceremonies, I’d like to recognise the sponsors such as Mr Sim 

Tshabalala, Joint Chief Executive of the Standard Bank Group, Mr Hoosain 

Karjieker, Chairman of Print and Digital Media SA, and the Board members, who 

are the CEOs of the print media houses. I’d also like to recognize the journalists 

and editors of the various publications in attendance. 

 

I’ll start with a poem, by a friend of mine, Mongane Wally Serote: 

 A long, long hour of a series of nightmares 

 That brought us here 

 With dizzy laughter and anger  

 As empty as fire… 

 Here we are now 

 And still the news never came… 

 

When Ingrid Louw, Chief Executive of Print Media South Africa, invited me to this 

award ceremony about two weeks ago, I agreed eagerly, believing that I would 

just sit back and enjoy the proceedings where the PDMSA would posthumously 

present my late brother Judge Pius Langa with the Press Freedom Award in 

celebration of 20 years of press freedom. It was then with much trepidation that 

I learnt that I’d be required to accept the award on behalf of the Langa family. 

 

The trepidation comes from the seriousness with which my brother always dealt 

with issues. His sense of responsibility was evident to me, earlier at the genesis 

of the Press Media Commission.  He had just been approached by one of the 

veteran journalists, a man who seemed comfortable briefing a retired judge; I 

learnt that this derived from Mathatha Tsedu having been forced to consult with 

judges between successive spells of detention and bannings.  

 

After these consultations, my brother would ask me what I thought. He was 

conscious of the delicate relationship between media and government and the 

brittleness of democracy. There had been murmurings about the creation of a 

media appeals tribunal, which, according to analysis, promised to pose one more 

hurdle towards the free flow of information that had become an admirable 

feature of our democracy. 

 As a patriotic South African, my brother was wary of the brittleness of 
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democracy, especially in a country with our history. It is a country characterized 

by inequality of startling dimensions and scant resources to redress the 

iniquities of the past. It’s a noisy country coming out of its adolescence into 

adulthood, with all pangs of growing up, the tantrums and the wry and amused 

gaze of grownups, who are just waiting for the noise to die down. 

Elected leaders see themselves unappreciated and represented poorly in the 

media. The media imagines itself stymied by official power. It’s a circumstance 

that besets almost all jurisdictions. I remember discussing with my brother Pius 

a poster exhorting Richard Nixon at the time of his troubles after the break-in at 

the Democratic Party’s Watergate complex. It was written, Mr. President, to be 

great is to be misunderstood. Hang in there.  

Going back to Wally’s poem and its relevance to this day, one, it was a poem that 

my brother liked, simply because he loved ambiguity and the fact that so much 

could be gleaned from words. This was a strange quirk for someone whose stock 

in trade was precision. He liked the poem, as he did love music, for the simple 

reason that it connected him to a world that was once so totally bereft of hope, 

but which pulled itself from that vale of despair into…to use a metaphor… steady 

rock. 

The world that my brother Pius read in Wally’s poem was one where he 

perceived how the law, no matter how warped and loaded against the oppressed, 

could be shaped and moulded into an instrument that could deliver some of our 

compatriots from incarceration. A few of those redeemed from the fetid jaws of 

apartheid cells occupy the seats of the mighty today. 

A lot has happened in the period between his death last year and the bestowal of 

this honour on him, today. For one, the political environment reached its boiling 

point with the elections on May 7. New parties have come to the fore and their 

representatives have sworn allegiance to the people of this country in parliament 

today. Had he lived, he might have remarked on the proposed dress code and, 

probably, saw it as a reflection of this coming to growth that has been achieved 

through struggle and blood and wisdom.  

He might have despaired at the fact that there’s still a determination on the side 

of government to push through the protection of information bill, even though 

it’s been sent back for fear it might not pass constitutional muster in its current 

form. He would have been gladdened by the fortitude of civil society, including 

the PDMSA to fight tirelessly for the inclusion of the public interest defence into 

the bill. 
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He would have held out hope that South Africa is a country that, however grim 

things might get, still finds it possible to self-correct. Kudos would have been 

given to the media for its watchdog role and its preoccupation with keeping us 

within the straight and narrow.  

He would have been gladdened by the debunking of the myth that print media is 

on the wane with the ubiquity of electronic media, basing himself on the fact that 

society is still traditional and likes to get its authoritative information through 

time-tested and traditional platforms. 

The fact that young people are part of the media should cause us to celebrate 

because they will infuse it with the optimism and ingenuousness of youth. The 

newspapers will still be there long after our bones have yellowed and handcuffs 

have shriveled into foil. 

We still have to make sense of the outrage in Marikana and remember the men 

and women who dig up the earth to give us the riches that make us such a great 

republic. We also have to think of the industrialists and investors that have 

deployed their resources towards the creation of jobs and stability. 

We still have to look deep into ourselves and ask questions why hundreds of 

young women and kept in servitude in Nigeria; we have to remember the 

violence and horror that stalk our own women and children everyday, the 

murders that don’t make headlines or provide prime time entertainment in 

television channels. Pius Langa was a family man and would rest easy, wherever 

he is, if his children, some of whom are here, and his children’s children, grow up 

and make a contribution to this country. 

The challenges facing South Africa could be reduced to the collision of truth and 

lies. Obfuscations come dressed in the language of power and it is the role of the 

media to align our collective determination to the old adage that the truth shall 

set us free.  

I wish to thank all of you who were instrumental for this honour. 

 

end 

 

 

 

  


