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in this 
edition

Dear	Comrades	and	Friends,

the June 16 uprising 
– 40 Years on

I
n 2016 it is forty years since the students of Soweto 
marched against the imposition of Afrikaans as a 
medium of instruction. Like many similar events, 

there will be many commemorations and many speeches 
about how the Class of 1976 turned the course of South 
African history and launched a movement that led South 
Africa to freedom. There will also be discussions about 
how the aspirations of those students forty years ago have 
still eluded the youth in 2016. On almost every level, the 
situation of students and the youth leaves the country with 
nothing to celebrate. The situation of the youth, outlined 
with much details by the Statistician General, Phali 
Lehohla, can only be summed up in his own word: tragic.

The uprising of June 1976 came at a point when the 
apartheid government had appeared invincible for many 
years. It presided over the most developed economy on 
the continent, had the largest and strongest capitalist class 
on the continent, and boasted the strongest army and a 
formidable security apparatus. It had the support of the 
major capitalist powers in the world, and in the context 
of the wars raging between the capitalist West and the 
socialist bloc led by the Soviet Union, it was assured of 
Western support and protection. 

It was against this impossible historical situation that the 
youth of 1976 had to rise. 

In 2015 university students across the country engaged 
in mass struggle to demand a 0% fee increase. These 
struggles came on the back of more than a decade of 
struggles in individual institutions over the same issue. By 
October 2015 students had forced the state and university 
authorities to retreat, and fees would be frozen for 2016. 
Comparisons were made in the press between the 
youth of 1976 and their struggle, and the #FeesMustFall 
struggles in 2015. Beyond the dramatic headlines, a proper 
discussion of this comparison remains to be undertaken. 
This has become particularly important as the student 
movement has gone into a retreat, or at the least no longer 
enjoys the support of the mainstream press as it did in 
the course of October 2015. Moreover, this analysis is not 
for purely academic reasons – it is imperative if the ‘tragic’ 

situation of South Africa’s youth is to be reversed, and the 
aspirations for freedom from want first expressed by the 
Class of 1976 are to be realised.

To begin this analysis we need to understand the uprising 
of 1976 and the events it unleashed. These events covered 
a period of more than 25 years, and culminated in the 
unbanning of the liberation movements in 1990. This 
commemorative edition of the Khanya Journal brings 
together writings by the Khanya History Programme 
over the last 10 years and seeks through these to put in 
context the uprising itself, the historical developments 
that not only led to the uprising but also made its success 
possible. This edition therefore looks at South Africa’s 
political economy after the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, 
the rise of manufacturing and the birth of an industrial 
working class that was to be at the heart of the struggles 
of the 1970s and 1980s. In particular, this edition focuses 
on the role and place of the students in these struggles. 
We look at the uprising itself, the 1980s school boycotts, 
and the student uprisings of the mid-1980s. We also look 
at the student struggles after the democratic transition of 
1994, and conclude our discussion with a brief discussion 
of the #FeesMustFall movement. In the course of these 
discussions, we profile some of the key documents that 
have come out of the movement, and also give a selection 
from some of the key events that have defined the student 
movement in the last 50 years or so.

While this focus is by no means the whole or even the 
central story of the overthrow of apartheid, the same social 
and historical forces that animated these struggles were at 
the base of the students’ struggle and infused them with 
the intensity that has defined the Class of 1976 as probably 
the most combative in the long history of resistance in 
South Africa. 
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T
he crushing of mass resistance in the early 
1960s – signaled by the Sharpeville massacre 
and the banning of the liberation movements 

- was followed by the growth and expansion of the 
manufacturing sector in South Africa in the 1960s. This 
led to the growth of the black working class and its 
concentration in residential areas in the big cities. The 
factory system of the manufacturing sector at that time 
required larger numbers of workers. At the same time the 
manufacturing sector needed semi- skilled workers who 
had basic literacy that would enable them to participate in 
the production processes in factories.

The introduction of Bantu Education in 1953 and the 
expansion of basic schooling among blacks thereafter, were 
consistent with the economic needs of the manufacturing 
sector i.e. a semi-skilled labour force. The increase in the 
number of students in schools and the townships laid the 
ground for student resistance in 1970s and the 1980s. In 
other words, by creating a bigger black student population, 
apartheid and the manufacturing sector were digging 
their own grave. It is the students who were created by 
the conditions of the economic expansion in the 1960s, 
who were part of the forces that confronted apartheid and 
capitalism in 1976 and in the 1980s.

Repression, economic boom, and a new layer of workers in the 
1960s

Following the banning of the liberation movements in 
1960s, and the repression of trade unions, the road was 
open for the super-exploitation of black labour. The 1960s 
were a decade of unprecedented economic growth in 
South Africa as the country became more attractive to 
foreign direct investment. The attacks on the black working 
class resistance and organisations in the early 1960s paved 
the way for the economic boom. For example, the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) increased by an annual average 
rate of 9.3% between 1962 and 1968 compared with a 

5.2% increase from 1957 to 1962. The rapid expansion 
of the economy was attributable to the manufacturing 
and construction sectors of the economy. For example, 
between the period 1963 and 1968 the physical output of 
manufacturing rose by 8.4% per annum compared to a 
5.4 % increase between 1958 and 1963. The construction 
sector’s output moved from 2.8% per annum in the period 
1958 to 1968, to 4.8% per annum in the period 1963 to 
1968. 

Manufacturing dominated other sectors and increased 
employment and the productivity of labour. The number 
of workers employed in manufacturing increased by 63% 
between 1960 and 1970. Labour productivity in the sector 
increased because of the tendency towards the use of 
machines in the labour process, together with the high rate 
of exploitation and repression. Unlike the 1940s and 1950s, 
factories in the 1960s were large and that meant the many 
workers were brought under the same roof.

The creation of this new large and semi-skilled layerhad 
important consequences for the future of shop floor 
struggles and the broader political struggle in South Africa.

Firstly, unlike their unskilled counterparts, the new semi-
skilled layer of black workers was not easy to replace. This 
gave the new layer of workers more power on the shop 
floor. Secondly, these workers were a relatively educated 
group of workers, and this made it easy for them to 
acquire the organisational and political leadership skills 
needed to wage a sustained struggle against capitalism 
and apartheid. In addition, manufacturing industry’s 
need for this layer of semi-skilled workers led to other 
social changes. The migrant labour system was no longer 
appropriate. There was now a need for a more settled 
urban working class, and this began to slowly undermine 
the migrant labour system and the cheap labour system.

In other words, the growth of manufacturing led to the 
growth of the black working class in the 1960s, and it 
increased the size of the urban- based working class.

the growth of an urban-based 
working class
In order to serve the labour supply and other needs of 
various sections of capital i.e. manufacturing, agriculture 
and mining, the state developed a dual strategy. While 
serving an economy dominated by manufacturing, the 
state also had to ensure a supply of highly controlled 
cheap black labour to the agricultural and mining sectors 
of the economy. Influx control was intensified in order 
to ensure that black workers remained in the reserves in 
order to serve the labour supply interests of agriculture. 
Pass laws were applied to both black men and women. 

Part 1: the road to Soweto June 1976 - 
repression and resurgence
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Influx control ensured that a large pool of cheap black 
labour was available in the countryside for the mining 
sector. As part of the migrant labour system, black 
workers were recruited on 11-month contracts by various 
mining agencies. The fact that miners could not bring 
their families to the cities kept wages low for the mining 
houses. 

On the other hand, manufacturing needed a semi-skilled 
and stable labour force. In order to meet the labour supply 
needs of manufacturing, the state ensured that workers 
needed for semi-skilled jobs received the minimum 
education. The state also had to ensure that cheap black 
labour was located close to factories, while manufacturing 
needed a stable workforce; black workers earned too little 
and were dependent on state housing. By 1949 a belt of 
about 200 000 squatters existed on the periphery of major 
cities. Research estimated that in the period between 1952 
and 1960, 350 000 houses were required to deal with the 
housing backlog for Africans.

As a result of the shortage of houses and the labour supply 
needs of manufacturing, the Native Building Workers Act 
was passed in 1951. Based on this Act, African workers 
were recruited to construct houses for Africans in urban 
areas. Houses were sold on a hire-purchase system or 
rented. In some cases local authorities bought building 
materials in bulk and sold it to Africans for purposes of 
building houses. The state’s National Building Research 
Institute encouraged blacks to build their own houses by 
providing building plans free of charge. During this period, 
many townships sprang up near industrial towns such as 
Germiston, Springs, Pretoria, East London, Durban, Cape 
Town, Port Elizabeth and the Vaal Triangle. The increase in 
the number of residential areas in towns and cities laid the 
basis for working class resistance in the townships and the 
schools in 1976 and in the 1980s.

Bantu education and the new needs 
of Capitalism
The growth of metal and engineering industries, which 
grew massively in the 1940s and 1950s, led to a demand 
for semi-skilled workers. This raised challenges for the 
education system in the country. 

The Bantu Education Act of 1953 removed the schooling 
of blacks from the churches and put it under state control. 
The apartheid state developed an education system whose 
aim was to ensure that an African workforce was given 
education to enable it to conduct low-skilled work, and 
also semi-skilled work for the manufacturing sector. This 
labour force, among other things, was taught literacy and 
numeracy. As a result basic education (primary school) 
enrollment increased from 1 million in 1955 to 2.5 million 
in 1969.

In 1975, on the eve of the 1976 uprising the African 
student population in primary and secondary schools 
was 3 378 900 and 318 500 respectively. African student 
enrollment numbers increased significantly in the 1970s 
and 1980s.

african students in primary and 
secondary schools
(Rounded	off	to	the	nearest	100)

Year Primary 
School

Secondary 
School

1953 852 000 30 700

1955 970 200 35 000

1960 1 452 300 47 600

1965 1 833 000 65 000

1970 2 615 400 122 500

1975 3 378 900 318 500

1980 4 063 900 774 000

1985 4 820 100 1 192 900

1988 5 365 500 1 662 000

Source:	SACHED	1991

The table above shows that the student enrollment 
amongst Africans increased as a result of the introduction 
of the Bantu Education Act in 1953. 

The table below demonstrates an increase in black 
(African, Coloured and Indian) student enrollment in the 
1970s and throughout the 1980s.

Black school enrollment

Year African 
Students

“Coloured” 
Students

“Indian” 
Students

1970 2 738 564 490,351 161,676

1972 3 081 162 534 613 172 142

1974 4 488 043 591 850 180 800

1976 3 900 454 655 347 188 008

1978 4 311 616 722 326 205 136

1980 4 839 806 748 896 217 170

1982 5 313 016 766 179 223 745

1984 5,795,711 773,543 229,686

1986 6 237 070 798 507 232 468

1988 7 218 972 832 329 223 910
Source:	SACHED	1991

The increase in the number of black students in primary 
and secondary schools in the context of apartheid, and 
the lack of resources in black schools, laid the basis for 
the development of generalised student resistance in the 
1970s and the 1980s.

Formation of “bush” Colleges
The Extension of the University Education Act of 1959 
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excluded black students from so-called white universities 
and allowed for the admission of black students to white 
universities on the condition of government approval.  The 
only exceptions were the University of South Africa, which 
delivered courses through a correspondence system, and 
the University of Natal, which was permitted to run a 
“non European” medical school. The act mandated the 
formation of new universities, the University of Western 
Cape for so-called Coloureds; the University of Durban-
Westville for so-called Indians; University of Zululand 
for Zulu-speaking students, the University of Turfloop 
for Sotho-speaking, Tswana-speaking, Venda-speaking, 
Pedi-speaking and Tsonga-speaking groups; and Fort 
Hare (formed before the introduction of the Act), admitted 
Xhosa-speaking students. Because of their inferior 
status, location and the quality of their education, these 
institutions were referred to as ‘bush colleges’.

Racist, hierarchical and despotic regimes controlled these 
‘bush’ colleges. Afrikaner administrators were appointed 
by the National Party (NP) regime to run the ‘bush’ 
colleges. All four  ‘bush colleges’ were built in remote 
rural areas. The purpose of doing this was to avoid the 
interaction between students and the black working 
class in urban areas. Access to these campuses, curricula, 
library holdings and cultural life was strictly controlled 
and monitored. The university administrators attempted 
to incorporate and control elected Student Representative 
Councils (SRCs).

The primary purpose of the formation of these ‘bush’ 
colleges was to create a new breed of administrators, 
functionaries, intellectuals and political leaders who would 
serve the new apartheid order. This layer would occupy 
lower supervisory levels in industry, the bureaucracy of the 
new Bantustans, an intelligentsia that would defend and 
justify apartheid, and the political leadership structures of 
the Bantustans.

Contrary to the objectives of the apartheid regime, it was 
at these universities where some of the important student 
struggles took place in the 1960s, 1970s and the 1980s. 

the Formation of SaSo and the 
radicalisation of nuSaS
The new wave of resistance to capitalism and apartheid 
was given a big boost with the rise of the Black 
Consciousness movement in the universities and schools. 
In July 1969, the South African Students’ Organisation 
(SASO), was formally launched at Turfloop University. 
SASO’s emphasis of black consciousness, which argued, 
that black people needed to be their own liberators and 
be proud of being black, gained support among black 
university students. In 1968 black students broke away 
from the National Union of Students of South Africa 
(NUSAS), and formed SASO because they saw the need 
for black students to build their own organisation. SASO’s 
ideology became a framework for students’ resistance 
to white rule in universities and high schools in the 
1970s. Black consciousness also found social and cultural 
expression among the black communities in urban areas. 

A radical movement in arts and culture in the townships 
attempted to express black consciousness and black 
culture.

On the other hand, NUSAS was involved in struggles 
against racism and apartheid at the white universities 
in the late 1960s. But the significance of NUSAS in the 
early 1970s was its contribution towards the building of 
black unions. White NUSAS students and intellectuals, 
influenced by the radicalisation of black students in 
South Africa, and by the student uprisings in France 
(1968), set up Wages Commissions. In 1971 the Wages 
Commissions in Natal were initiated by a group of radical 
white academics and students at the University of Natal 
in Durban and Pietermaritzburg. Among other things, the 
Wages Commission called meetings of black workers prior 
to the Wage Board determinations to formulate demands 
around wages and working conditions. As a result of 
these initiatives black workers formed a General Factory 
Workers Benefit Fund. At a Benefit Fund meeting, Alcan 
workers called for the formation of a trade union.  This led 
to the first branch of the Metal and Allied Workers’ Union 
(MAWU) in Natal.

International influences in the 
formation of the new student 
movement
The student uprisings and struggles that were led by 
SASO in the 1960s were also influenced by the general 
mood of international student protests in the 1960s. 
The local student movement was influenced by the 
independence movement in Africa, the events of May 
1968 in France, the international anti-war movement that 
mobilised against the Vietnam War, and the civil rights 
movement in the United States of America.

International student struggles in 1968

In May 1968 a general strike broke out across France. It 
quickly began to reach near-revolutionary proportions 
before being finally suppressed by the government, which 
accused the communists of plotting against the Republic.

The movement began as a series of student strikes 
that broke out at a number of universities and high 
schools in Paris, following confrontations with university 
administrators and the police. The French President 
Charles de Gaulle’s  attempts to suppress the strikes by 
police action only inflamed the situation further. This led 
to street battles with the police, followed by a general 
strike of students and ten million French workers (about 
two-thirds of the French workforce). De Gaulle created a 
military operations headquarters to deal with the unrest, 
dissolved the National Assembly and called for new 
parliamentary elections for 23 June, 1968.

Before the uprisings of May 1968 in France, there were 
other important student uprisings in other parts of 
the world. On the last day of January 1968, the Polish 
government stopped a critical theatre production. The 
closure produced spontaneous street demonstrations 
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by Warsaw students, which were broken up by police. 
After a month of rising tension, in which the authorities 
responded to student and intellectual protests with abuse, 
threats and anti-Semitic leaflets, in March 1968 a mass 
meeting in Warsaw University was broken up by busloads 
of communist party-organised thugs. The March revolt 
led to the arrest of 1,200 students in Warsaw alone, and 
to the dismissals of the professors and lecturers who had 
supported them. In their leaflets and programme papers, 
the students insisted on their loyalty to socialism.

After the May 1968 uprisings in France, student protests 
in other countries followed. On the 20th of August 1968, 
the Soviet Union invaded Czechoslovakia to crush popular 
attempts to democratise socialism. Students in many 
parts of Czechoslovakia took part in the resistance to the 
Soviet Union’s Occupation forces. Slogans like “Socialism 
Yes; Occupation No” were painted on the walls in various 
cities. By September 72 Czechoslovakians had been killed 
and over 700 wounded.

In Mexico, anti-government protests reached 
unprecedented proportions. From July to October 
1968, academic life in the city and throughout Mexico 
was halted as students rioted. The anti-government 
demonstrations were ignited by student grievances, but 
many discontented sectors of society joined the students. 
The students’ demands included freedom for all political 
prisoners, dismissal of the police chief, disbanding of 
the anti-riot police, guarantees of university autonomy, 
and the repeal of the draconian laws. As student unrest 
became more militant, police violence increased and 
hundreds of students were killed in Tlatelolco, Mexico City 
on 2 October 1968.

The Anti-Vietnam War

It was not until the United States President, Johnson, 
began his massive bombing campaign against North 
Vietnam in 1965, that the Anti-War Movement found its 
roots and grew in strength. Words like “counter culture”, 
“establishment”, “nonviolence”, “draft-dodger”, “free 
love”, “Kent State”, and “Woodstock” were added to the 
American vocabulary. It was the beginning of the hippie 
generation, the sexual revolution and the drug culture. 
The country’s youth, the ones dying in the war, began 
demanding answers to America’s high profile presence 
in Vietnam. They wanted to know why peace talks were 
organised and continually failed. Many young people 
at college and university campuses all over the United 
States began to organise protests against the war. Student 
organisations like the Students for a Democratic Society 
( SDS) held rallies and marches, the first one happened 
in Washington in April 1965. Over the next 2 years the 
Anti-War Movement snowballed. Activists, celebrities 
and musicians like Abbie Hoffmann, Timothy Leary, Allen 
Ginsberg, Jane Fonda, Joan Baez, Jefferson Airplane, and 
countless others took up the anti-war cause and waved 
anti-war banners. Their speeches and their music reflected 
the anger and hopelessness that Americans felt over the 

Vietnam War. The assassinations of Martin Luther King 
and Robert Kennedy, during this period, also sparked 
racial tension and unrest.

The civil rights movement in the United States

As part of the generalised uprising against the Vietnam 
War and racism, black students in the United States of 
America (USA), became more radicalised in the 1960s. 
In August 1964 the bodies of three murdered members 
of the Students Non-violent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) were discovered in Mississippi, USA. The SNCC, 
a radical student movement was formed in 1960, and 
was to become the most important student movement in 
the USA in the 1960s. Its tactics became a model for the 
student and the anti-war movement as a whole.

The SNCC gave birth to the concept of “black power” and 
the black power movement. Its activists gave birth to the 
idea of “black consciousness“ and to the Black Panthers, 
an organization that radicalised the struggle for black 
freedom in the US.

The black consciousness movement of the United States 
influenced the black consciousness movement in South 
Africa. Local activists borrowed ideas from the radical 
literature of the black consciousness movement in the 
USA and reinterpreted and adapted these to the South 
African reality. The writings of many of the important 
writers of the movement in the US, like for example, 
Eldridge Cleaver, were read and discussed by local 
activists.

The events of 1968 influenced students and academics in 
South Africa. Some of the white students and academics 
were living, teaching and studying in Europe at that time. 
They then brought the influences of 1968 to universities in 
South Africa. Organisations like the University Christian 
Movement, which was active in the bush colleges, also 
brought back influences from international student 
movements. 

The independence movement in Africa

Another important influence that shaped the emerging 
student movement in black schools and universities 
was the rise of the independence movements and their 
struggles in Africa. The 1960s was a period of generalised 
struggles for independence in Africa, beginning with the 
independence of Ghana in 1957, Algeria in 1961, followed 
by a number of other countries in Africa. In the Southern 
Africa region, the early 1970s saw the intensification of 
the armed struggle against Portuguese colonial rule in 
Mozambique and Angola, and against British settler rule 
in Zimbabwe. The writings of Frantz Fanon, active in 
the Algerian struggle for independence, were especially 
important. The ideas of  “African Socialism” promoted by 
Julius Nyerere of Tanzania were also very influential, and 
radicalised the new generation of student activists.



KHANYA: : A journal for activists No.35 June 2016

—
 7

 —

Actual political developments in Africa, and the ideas 
of some of its leading activists, became an important 
influence in the formation of the new student movement 
in South Africa. In different ways and to a different extent, 
both the activists in SASO and in NUSAS were influenced 
by these developments in Africa.

Local student struggles which 
helped form the student movement
At the end of the 1960s students in South Africa waged 
a number of struggles, which included a demand for 
better living conditions and democratically elected 
Students Representative Councils (SRCs). In 1968 in 
Nongoma Vocational Training School, for example, 
students boycotted classes in support for their demand 
for decent food. The authorities responded by expelling 
five students. In the same year, the police arrested over 
200 male students at Clarckebury Institution in Transkei. 
The students stoned the school buildings and damaged 
two cars at the school. The students’ anger stemmed from 
complaints about food.

In 1968, on a national scale, students in black universities 
were engaged in struggles for democratic Student 
Representative Councils (SRCs). Students argued that 
democratically elected SRCs were the only bodies 
that could lead struggles for better conditions at the 
institutions of higher learning.

In April 1972 the SRC of Turfloop University elected 
Onkgopotse Abraham Tiro to speak at the graduation 
ceremony. In his speech Tiro attacked the discrimination 
against blacks and the control of universities by the 
apartheid government, and education in general, by 
whites. In the same month the all-white disciplinary 
committee expelled Onkgopotse Tiro. When a petition for 
his reinstatement was rejected, students began a sit-in in 
the main hall. The university authorities suspended the 
SRC, banned student activities on campus, and expelled 
1 146 students. The police were called in to crush the 
uprising. By 6 May 1972 the campus was deserted and 
practically sealed off by the police.

Events at Turfloop University were followed by 
countrywide protests organised by SASO. Demonstrations 
at the universities of the Western Cape, Durban-Westville, 
Zululand, Fort Hare, the Johannesburg College of 
Education, ML Sultan Technikon and other institutions 
followed. The apartheid regime responded with repression 
and banned SASO leaders, including Steve Bantu 
Biko.  In 1973, in Fort Hare, Turfloop, Western Cape and 
Bophuthatswana, SASO was banned. In 1974 a parcel 
bomb killed Onkgopotse Tiro in exile in Botswana.

The repression did not stop students from campaigning 
and highlighting the political issues facing the country 
and the Southern African region. At the beginning of 1974 
SASO condemned the presence of the apartheid forces in 
Namibia. SASO reaffirmed the non-collaboration stance 

of the black Consciousness Movement and condemned 
the Bantustan leaders.

In September 1974, a “pro-Frelimo” rally was held at 
Turfloop University despite the administration’s refusal 
to grant permission for the rally. This was a celebration of 
Mozambique’s independence and the defeat of Portuguese 
colonialism. After several encounters between the police 
and students, the university was closed. Subsequently 
SASO leaders were detained. In March 1975, the Deputy 
Minister of Bantu Education reported to Parliament that 
103 former students of Turfloop were not readmitted. 
SASO argued that most of those students were its 
members.

In 1975, SASO held its annual conference under very 
difficult conditions, in Pietersburg. It was reported that 
there was only one member of the executive committee 
at the meeting. The rest of the executive members were 
either banned or arrested.

Besides universities, student struggles were also taking 
place at schools. The Minister of Justice and Police 
announced that 296 black students were arrested in 
1972 as a result of uprisings in five black schools. They 
also alerted Parliament that the number of arrests would 
increase in 1973. It was reported that a number of black 
schools were engaged in demonstrations.

In January 1972 the South African Student Movement 
(SASM) was launched out of various groups working in 
black high schools. The Soweto based African Student 
Movement (ASM) was instrumental in the formation of 
SASM. SASM used various methods of organising black 
high school students such as concerts, cultural activities 
and debating societies. SASM had strong links to SASO. 
SASM became instrumental in the mobilisation of 16 June 
1976. Like SASO, SASM was banned in 1977.

White students in universities were also involved in 
a number of struggles. In December 1968 NUSAS 
announced its protest action and demonstrations. The 
action was to start at the beginning of 1969 and was aimed 
at stopping the state-led harassment of NUSAS and its 
leaders.

In 1969 students at the English-medium universities and 
colleges held placard demonstrations, public meetings 
and other forms of mass demonstrations.  Students were 
protesting against the tenth anniversary of the “Extension 
of the University Education Act”, in terms of which the 
previous open universities were closed to so-called “non- 
whites” unless they received special Ministerial approval. 
Students linked their protest with the “France 1968” 
students’ movement.

NUSAS was also under attack from the state. Its activists 
and supporters were arrested and often beaten up by 
the police. The state made it clear that it would crush the 
organisation. A Commission of Inquiry into NUSAS was 
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launched by the state where witnesses were subpoenaed. 
The interim report from the commission that investigated 
NUSAS was published in 1973. Subsequently, five of the 
NUSAS leaders were banned. In the context of generalized 
arrests NUSAS launched a “Release all Political Prisoners” 
campaign in 1974.

Workers’ Struggles on the eve of 
June 16 1976
There were a number of isolated and low profile workers’ 
struggles in the 1960s. After the years of repression in 
the early to mid 1960s, workers’ struggles began to revive 
at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. 
A number of initiatives to organise black workers were 
undertaken by various individuals and political currents. 
The Black Consciousness Movement made a number 
of attempts to organise black workers, leading to the 
formation of the Black and Allied Workers Union in 1972. 
White student activists from NUSAS formed Wages 
Commissions in 1971, and began a process of organizing 
black workers. In addition to these and other initiatives to 
organise black workers, the workers’ themselves began to 
engage in industrial action and strikes. In 1971 thousands 
of contract workers in Namibia, then a colony of South 
Africa, went on strike over wages and working conditions. 
In the same year, workers at the docks in Cape Town and 
Durban also went on strike. In Johannesburg bus drivers 
went on strike and this resulted in the formation of the 
Transport and Allied Workers Union. But probably the 
most important workers’ struggle in this period, whose 
energy fed into the emerging student movement, was the 
Durban Strikes of 1973.

The 1973 Durban strike wave started when 2 000 African 
workers at the Coronation Brick and Tile Company in 
the northern outer edge of Durban went on strike on the 
morning of the 9th of January 1973. The strikes spread to 
other parts of Durban and throughout the country. It is 
estimated that about 300 strikes, in which 80 000 workers 
participated, occurred between 1973 and 1974.

During that period there were a number of revolts in the 
mines. At least 152 miners were killed and 152 injured. 
SASO condemned the violence and the killing of black 
miners. Protest meetings were organised at the University 
of Durban-Westville.  Turfloop students dismissed their 
SRC for not organising a protest meeting. Students at 
white universities also organised protests and marched 
to the Head Office of Anglo American Corporation, a 
multinational mining company. There was confrontation 
with the police during the protest action.

the SaSo and BCP trials in 1975
In an attempt to crush black people’s resistance, a number 
of trials were held in 1975. The biggest and the longest 
trial was that of SASO and the Black People’s Convention 
(BPC) leaders. The leaders of the Black Consciousness 
Movement were accused of fuelling anti-white feelings 
among blacks and the preparing for the violent overthrow 
of the government.  After two years, they were acquitted 
on the main charges but found guilty on minor charges. 
This led to them being sentences to five to six years in 
prison. The trial was a major blow to the BC movement 
because its key leaders were imprisoned on Robben Island.
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a Chronology of resurgence: 1968 to 1976
Compiled by the Khanya Working Class History Programme

Date  Province/City Events

1 February 1968 Natal, Nongoma Students at Nongoma Vocational Training School boycotted classes because 
they were dissatisfies with food.  One first year and four second year students 
were expelled.  

February 1968 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The Secretary of Bantu Education stops the meeting between Turfloop 
University student leaders and the SRC of the white Johannesburg College of 
Education. 

August 1968 Cape, Cape Town White students at the University of Cape Town were involved in a sit-in 
protest against apartheid state’s refusal to appoint a black academic. 

13 September 1968 Transkei. The police arrested over 200 male students at Clarckebury Institution in 
Transkei. The students stoned the school buildings and damaged two cars at 
the school. The students’ anger stemmed from complaints about food.  

3 December 1968 Tranvaal, 
Johannesburg

The National Students Union of South Africa (NUSAS) announces its protest 
action and demonstrations. The action was to start at the beginning of 1969 
and was aimed at stopping the state led harassment of NUSAS and its 
leaders.    

1968 Countrywide Students in black universities engage in struggles for genuine SRCs. Fort 
Hare students refuse to attend J.M. de Wet’s installation ceremony. 

December 1968 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The South African Student Organization (SASO) is formed and is officially 
launched on 1 July 1969 at Turfloop.   

1969 Countrywide Students at the English-medium universities and colleges hold placard 
demonstrations, public meetings and other forms of mass demonstrations.  
Students were protesting against the tenth anniversary of the “extension of 
university education act”, in terms of which the previous open universities 
were closed to non-whites unless with special Ministerial approval. Students 
link their protest with the “France 1968” students uprisings. 

15 April 1969 Natal, 
KwaDlangezwa

The Deputy Minister of Bantu Education announces that twelve students 
of the College of Zululand were not admitted at the college because of  “ill-
discipline.” 

5- 14 August 1968 Cape, Alice Students at Fort Hare University are involved in mass action in support of 
their right to elect an SRC. The response of the state and the administration 
included suspension of student leaders, arrests and expulsions. 

May 1970 Cape, Bellville Students hold a “sit-in” in the administration building of the University of the 
Western Cape demanding, among other things, a genuine SRC.   

12 May 1971 Natal, Durban SASO members start leadership programmes, community projects and 
literacy classes among black communities. SASO members at the Natal 
Medical School launched a free preventative health clinic. 

April 1972 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The SRC of Turfloop University elect Abram Tiro to speak at the graduation 
ceremony. Tiro attacks the control of universities and education in general by 
whites and discrimination against blacks.  

2 May 1972 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The all-white disciplinary committee expells Abram Tiro. When a petition 
of his reinstatement was rejected, students began a sit-in in the main hall. 
The university authorities suspended the SRC and banned student activities 
on campus. Subsequent to that the university administration expelled 1 146 
students. The police arrive and attempt to crush the uprising. By 6 May the 
campus was deserted and   practically sealed off by the police. 

1 June 1972 Countrywide Events in Turfloop University were followed by the countrywide protests 
organised by SASO. Subsequent to that there were demonstrations at the 
universities such as the University of the Western Cape and University of 
Durban-Westville, ML Sultan Technikon, University of Zululand, Fort Hare, 
Johannesburg College of Education and so on.     
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1972 National NUSAS under attack from the state. Its activists and supporters were arrested 
and often beaten up by the police. The state made it clear that it would crush 
the organisation. A Commission of Inquiry into NUSAS was launched by the 
state where witnesses were subpoenaed.    

2, 5, and 9 June 
1972

Countywide 128 students are arrested for demanding a non-discriminatory education 
system.  

March 1972 Transvaal The black high school students from Soweto, Eastern Cape and the Eastern 
Transvaal form the South African Students Movement (SASM).  

May 1972 Cape, Bellville Students at the University of the Western Cape elect the SRC, which is 
not recognised by the authorities.  E Isaacs, the SRC President and the 
subsequent chairman of SASO was expelled from campus and was arrested 
and banned in 1973.  

1973 Cape, Bellville As an attempt to crush student uprisings, the police raided students’ 
residences at UWC and often harassed students.  

18-23 May 1973 Cape, Cape Town The Ministers of Justice and Police announce that 296 black students were 
arrested in 1972 as a result of uprisings in five black schools. They also alerted 
Parliament that the number of arrests would increase in 1973. It was also 
reported that a number of black schools were engaged in demonstrations.     

1973 Cape, Alice Students at Fort Hare’s Beda’s hostel demand the resignation of a despotic 
hostel warden. Subsequently students damaged his hostel house. This 
resulted in a generalised uprising at the university. The police responded by 
using force against the students.       

1973 Transvaal, 
Pretoria 

The interim report from the commission that investigated NUSAS is released. 
Subsequently five of NUSAS leaders are banned. In the meantime, the Wages 
Commissions had been set up by NUSAS at the English medium universities. 

8 September 1973 Transvaal, 
Pretoria

It was reported that SASO leaders including Steve Bantu Biko and SASO in 
Fort Hare, Turfloop, Western Cape and Bophuthatswana were banned.  

15 August 1974 Cape, Bellville The university administration agrees to recognise the constitution of the 
Western Cape University SRC which was presented to it by the student body 
and was, in fact, the same as the constitution that the administration rejected 
in 1973.    

25 September 1974 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The “pro-Frelimo” rally was held at Turfloop university despite the 
administration’s refusal to grant permission for the rally. After several 
encounters between the police and students, the university was closed.  
Subsequently SASO leaders were detained.   

1974 Countrywide NUSAS launches a “Release all Political Prisoners” campaign. 

September 1974 Transvaal, 
Pretoria

NUSAS is declared by the state as an “affected organisation” which meant 
that it could not raise funds abroad. 

July 1974 Natal, 
Pietermaritzburg 

In its 51st Annual Congress, NUSAS decided to change its strategy from 
“active protest” to a “more pragmatic” approach emphasising among other 
things wage investigations.  

February 1974 Botswana A parcel bomb kills Abram Tiro. 

22 January 1974 Transvaal, 
Hammanskraal

SASO held a five-day meeting which condemned the presence of the 
apartheid forces in Namibia, reaffirmed the non-collaboration stance of the 
Black Consciousness Movement and condemned the Bantustan leaders.  

1974 Transkei and 
Natal

Students in the following schools are involved in protest action:- Saint 
Francis College in Marianhill, Natal, Moroka High School in Thaba’ Nchu and 
various schools in Transkei. In most cases, the police were called to crush the 
protests.    

1975 A number of NUSAS national executive committee members and SASO 
leaders were arrested.   

14 March 1975 Cape, Cape Town In Parliament the Deputy Minister of Bantu Education reports that 103 
former students of Turfloop were not readmitted. SASO argued most of the 
students were its members.     

February 1975 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The Turfloop university administrations banned SASO from its campus. 
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July 1975 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

SASO holds its annual conference under very difficult conditions. It was 
reported that there was only one member of the executive committee at the 
meeting. The rest of the executive members were either banned or arrested.       

16 June 1976 Countrywide Students stage protests against the enforced use of Afrikaans as a medium of 
instruction. Nationwide uprisings follow as students from all over the country 
join the protests.

“SaSo Policy manifesto” July 1971

1.     SASO is a Black Student Organisation working for  
        the liberation of the Black man first from
        psychological oppression by themselves through
        inferiority complex and secondly from physical
        oppression accruing out of living in a white racist
        society.

2.     We define Black people as those who are by law or
        tradition, politically, economically and socially
        discriminated against as a group in the South African
        society and identifying themselves as a unit in the
        struggle towards the realisation of their aspirations.

3.     SASO believes:

a.   South Africa is a country in which both Black and
        White live and shall continue to live together,
b.   That the White man must be made aware that one is
        either part of the solution or part of the problem,
c.    That, in this context, because of the privileges
        accorded to them by legislation and because of their
        continual maintenance of an oppressive regime,
        Whites have defined themselves as part of the
        problem,
d.    That, therefore, we believe that in all matters relating
        to the struggle towards realising our aspirations,
        Whites must be excluded, 
e.    That this attitude must not be interpreted by Blacks to
        imply “anti-Whitism” but merely a more positive way
        of attaining a normal situation in South Africa,
f.    That in pursuit of this direction, therefore, personal
        contact with Whites, though it should not be
        legislated against, must be discouraged, especially
        where it tends to militate against the beliefs we hold
        dear.
4.     i) SASO upholds the concept of Black Consciousness
        and the drive towards black awareness as the most
        logical and significant means of ridding ourselves of
        the shackles that bind us to perpetual servitude.

       ii) SASO defines Black Consciousness as follows:

•	 BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS is an attitude of mind, a 
way of life. 

•	 The basic tenet of Black Consciousness is that the 
Blackman must reject all value systems that seek to 
make him a foreigner in the country of his birth and 
reduce his basic human dignity.

•	 The Black man must build up his own value systems, 
see himself as self-defined and not as defined by 

others.
•	 The concept of Black Consciousness implies the 

awareness by the Black people of the power they 
wield as a group, both economically and politically 
and hence group cohesion and solidarity are 
important facets of Black Consciousness.

•	 BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS will always be enhanced 
by the totality of involvement of the oppressed 
people, hence the message of Black Consciousness 
has to be spread to reach all sections of the Black 
community. 

iii)   SASO accepts the premise that before the Black
       people should join the open society, they should first
       close their ranks, to form themselves into a solid
       group to oppose the definite racism that is meted
       out by the White society, to work out their direction
       clearly and bargain from a position of strength. SASO
       believes that a truly open society can only be achieved
       by Blacks.

5.     SASO believes that the concept of integration can
        never be realised in an atmosphere of suspicion and
        mistrust. Integration does not mean an assimilation
        of Blacks into an already established set of norms
        drawn up and motivated by White society.
        Integration implies free participation by individuals
        in a given society and proportionate contribution to
        the joint culture of the society by all constituent
        groups.
 
    Following this definition, therefore, SASO believes
        that integration does not need to be enforced or
        worked for. Integration follows automatically
        when the doors to prejudice are closed through the
        attainment of a just and free society.

6.     SASO believes that all groups allegedly working
        for “Integration” in South Africa - and here we note
        in particular the Progressive Party and other Liberal
        institutions - are not working for the kind of
        integration that would be acceptable to the Black
        man. Their attempts are directed merely at relaxing
       certain oppressive legislations and to allow Blacks
        into a White-type society.

7.     That SASO while upholding these beliefs, wish
        to state that Black Consciousness should not be
        associated with any political party.
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Part 2: June 1976 - the uprising

Soweto uprising and its immediate 
Causes

I
n 1975 the Minister of Bantu Education decided that 
half of the subjects in standard five and form one 
must be taught in Afrikaans. There was widespread 

opposition to the use of Afrikaans as a medium of 
instruction. The argument was that students were not 
familiar with Afrikaans and this was seen as a political 
attempt at further subjugating blacks to the apartheid 
system, whose symbol was Afrikaans.

There were go-slows by students who were affected by 
the introduction of Afrikaans before the class boycott 
of 17 May, 1976, at Phefeni Junior Secondary School in 
Soweto. During the boycott of 17 May 1976 students at 
Phefeni Junior Secondary School highlighted the fact that 
Afrikaans was not conducive to learning subjects such as 
Maths, Science and Geography. Some of the schools in the 
area joined in the boycott, while others returned to classes. 
On May 19, the boycott at Phefeni Junior Secondary 
School took a militant turn when students threw out their 
Afrikaans books.

On 13 June 1976 SASM decided to hold a mass 
demonstration against the enforcement of Afrikaans. 
On 16 June 1976 about 20 000 students marched in 
protest against Afrikaans as a medium of instruction. 
Police responded with violence and hundreds of students 
were killed, others were arrested and large numbers of 
students went to exile and joined the banned liberation 
movements.

Reflecting on the problem of using Afrikaans as a medium 
of instruction, Nyanisile Jack, a student of 1976, says,  “Of 
course, the uprising itself in the beginning was limited 
to the students, the main or immediate issue being the 

question of the imposition of Afrikaans. You had to do 
half of your courses in Afrikaans; out of six subjects, half 
had to be done in Afrikaans and the rest in English. This 
was an affront, you know, a direct affront by the Pretoria 
Government, on the students which they [the students] 
couldn’t take, so they began to protest through meetings 
and so on. This was mainly in Soweto. Later on, it led 
to marches, which the police responded to by using 
firepower. And that whole thing sparked what you call ‘the 
uprising’. 

The uprisings spread to other parts of the country. 
Students in places such as Cape Town, Klerksdorp, 
Bothaville, and many other places engaged in militant 
action, which challenged apartheid education and 
apartheid as a political system.

Causes of the 1976 uprisings
There are four related factors, which led to the student 
uprisings in 1976.

1. There was a crisis in schooling, which expressed 
itself in the shortage of classrooms and teachers, 
overcrowding, and a high student-teacher ratio. 
Teachers were poorly qualified, and buildings and 
equipment was also of poor quality. There was a high 
failure rate and this was compounded by the fact that 
in the 1970s the increase in the number of secondary 
schools meant that a large number of drop-outs could 
not find work due to changing economic conditions in 
the country. Into this already difficult situation was the 
introduction of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction.

2. The economy in the early 1970s was in recession. 
Many black workers were laid off. Black matriculants 
faced poor employment opportunities. The poverty 

Protest at 

Luthuli House, 

Johannesburg 

CBd - october 

2015



KHANYA: A journal for activists No.35 June 2016

—
 1

4
 —

datum line in Soweto was estimated at R129.05. 
But, the average family was estimated to be earning 
R75 per month. So many people were experiencing 
economic pressure at the time of June 1976.

3. There were problems of apartheid. Townships such as 
Soweto were overcrowded and there were inadequate 
facilities like transport and housing. Problems like 
pass laws, influx control and compulsory homeland 
citizenship were all grievances black people held. 
These grievances were part of the background of the 
1976 uprisings.

4. There was an atmosphere of revolt in the 1970s. 
There were liberation struggles in Southern African 
countries like Zimbabwe, Angola, and Mozambique. 
There was also the Black Consciousness Movement 
which contributed to this atmosphere of revolt. In 
1973, workers in Durban and other parts of the 
country had come out in significant strikes.

Students and Workers in 1976
Initially, students were preoccupied with stopping workers 
from going to work instead of engaging workers as social 
agents with a critical role to play in the struggle against 
apartheid and capitalism. Students had forgotten that 
it was workers who came out and struck in 1973 with 
comparatively less student support. Some of the tactics 
employed by students in compelling workers not to go to 
work included stoning buses that were used by workers as 
a mode of transport. Migrant workers from Mzimhlophe 
single-sex hostel went on the rampage in August 1976 
when students attempted to enforce a stay-away. The 
police backed the migrant workers who attacked students 
and other township residents.

At the beginning of August 1976, workers stayed away 
from work and marched with students to John Vorster 

Prison in Johannesburg. They also participated in other 
stay-aways (azikhwelwa) in September 1976. But the 
conception of worker participation was seen as parents 
helping their children. Parents or workers were not seen 
as agents for social change in themselves. The fact that 
this conception of struggle and the role of the working 
class was undeveloped could be seen in a number of 
confrontations between workers and students in 1976. In 
November 1976 another stay-away was called and workers 
did not respond.

achievements of the 1976 uprisings
The costs of the 1976 uprising were high for the working 
class, including the students. More than a thousand people 
died, and many, many more were injured.

One of the major gains of the uprising was the fact that 
Afrikaans was scrapped as a medium of instruction. There 
was some increase in education expenditure in the post 
1976 period. Of course, black education continued to be 
less funded in relation to white education and education 
remained segregated.

A number of students who came out of the 1976 uprising 
fled the country and joined the liberation movement in 
exile. A number of people from the generation of 1976 also 
joined the trade union movement and became leading 
layers in the workers’ struggles in the 1980s. The events of 
1976 were also available for drawing lessons for purposes 
of taking up struggles in the 1980s.

The state responded by banning political organisations 
such as the Soweto Students Representative Council 
(SSRC), SASM and many other Black Consciousness 
organisations, in 1977. Steve Bantu Biko, a leader of the BC 
movement, was killed in prison in 1977.  This was another 
blow for the BC movement.
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Chronology of an uprising:  June to august 1976
Compiled by the Khanya Working Class History Project

Date Province / 
City

Event

13 June 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

About 400 students attended a meeting in Orlando. At the meeting, Tsietsi Mashinini 
(a 19-year-old leader) of a SASM branch, called for a mass demonstration against the 
use of Afrikaans for the following Wednesday, 16 June 1976.

16 June 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto 

Students gather at different points throughout Soweto, and then set off to meet 
at Orlando Sports Ground. About 20 000 Soweto schoolchildren marched to 
protest against the use of Afrikaans as one of the languages of instruction in 
secondary school. The march turned violent when the police started to shoot at the 
schoolchildren. The 13-year-old Orlando West schoolboy called Hector Peterson was 
the first child to be shot. The scholars retaliated by throwing stones and bottles at the 
police and their vehicles were damaged.

Within 24 hours violence and shooting spread to all the 28 townships of Soweto. 
Students also set fire to symbols of Apartheid, such as government buildings, 
municipal beer halls and liquor stores, Putco buses, and vehicles belonging to white 
business. Violence also spread from Soweto to other parts of the former PWV area.

19 June 1976 Transvaal In Soweto, the black youth attempted to prevent commercial vehicles from entering 
the township.

At the Sebenza (‘coloured’) township near Edenvale in the East Rand a school and 
some shops are burnt down.

Natal 87 Black medical students from the Alan Taylor Medical School in Wentworth 
(Durban) are arrested during a solidarity demonstration.

20 June 1976 Transvaal At the Hebron Training Institution in BophutaTswana 1,300 school students are sent 
home after a school hall was burnt down.

In Evaton the Sephotembe Secondary School was destroyed by fire.

21 June 1976 Transvaal, 
Pretoria

UBC offices at Atteridgeville and Mamelodi are burnt down after large 
demonstrations.

In Atteridgeville demonstrators burnt a shopping center and several bottle stores 
during clashes with the police.

In Mabopane at least a dozen buses are firebombed during fierce clashes between the 
police and the demonstrators who blocked the Pretoria-Mabopane road for most of 
the day.

At Rietgat a crowd of 300 attacked a white farmstead, burning it down and 
slaughtering the farmer’s livestock.

In Bophutatswana several hundred-school students from the GaRankuwa High 
School demonstrated in solidarity with Soweto. The principal’s office and government 
truck are burnt. All boarding schools in Bophutatswana are then closed.

Northern 
Transvaal

At Sibasa in Venda and Elim in Lebowa there are disturbances in most of the schools.

22 June 1976 Transvaal In Mamelodi 1,200 Chrysler car workers go on strike. Police opened fire on 
demonstrators and killed at least six people.

At Kwa Thema in the East Rand a bottle store complex and the BAAB offices are 
attacked and set alight.

GaRankua High School students refused to attend classes and on the arrival of the 
police they attacked and burnt the schools. All schools in GaRankua are closed.

Eastern 
Transvaal

There was unrest in the Nelspruit area.

23 June 1976 Transvaal At Daveyton, Randfontein and Kwa Thema there are arson attacks on bottle stores, 
schools and offices.

Vehicles and buildings are burnt and a secondary school is attacked at Jouberton near 
Klerksdorp.
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Eastern 
Transvaal

At Kanyamazane township (Nelspruit) vehicles are stoned and buildings burnt.

24 June 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

Parents plan for a mass funeral of 176 people.

Northern 
Transvaal

A church at Tshilidzini was destroyed by fire.

Cape Police riot squads move in to Langa township after a crowd stoned two BAAB officials.

25 June 1976 Transvaal In Soweto food, coal supplies and transport services return to normal. A bus is stoned 
in Jouberton (Klerksdorp).

Cape In Langa township a crowd confronts a BAAB official.

26 June 1976 Cape In Langa arson attempts are made on a school and the township Post Office.

27 June 1976 Transvaal In Soweto and other townships large funerals take place for victims of the police 
shootings.

The week (28 June to 02 July) was uneventful. The schools are closed and gradually life 
in the townships became quieter.

3 July 1976 Transvaal The Black Parents Association organised a ‘symbolic funeral service’ for Hector 
Peterson, the first fatality of June 16.

Large crowds gathered in Alexandra for several funeral services.

Orange 
Free State

Angry scenes develop in Bothaville after the police interrupted a film show. Several 
hundred Africans stoned the building before being dispersed by the police who 
opened fire and arrested most of them.

6 July 1976 Transvaal African school students stoned buses traveling from Randfontein to Westonaria.

Mr. M. C. Botha climbs down on the use of Afrikaans in schools and school principals 
are given the powers to decide the medium of instruction.

8 July 1976 Transvaal In Middelburg the offices of the Highveld BAAB are set on fire. Arsonists also attack a 
white farmer’s house in nearby Vaalbank.

12 July 1976 Orange 
Free State

At St. Helena Gold Mine in Welkom, police are called in to deal with worker unrest.

13 July 1976 Transvaal In Alexandra three policemen assault eleven black people, point their guns at three 
others and drag one white from a car, beating him up and threatening him with death 
if he reported the incident.

15 July 1976 Transvaal Justice Minister J. T. Kruger invoked the detention clause of the Internal Security Act 
and announced that African schools in the Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vaal area remain 
closed. In Soweto a government vehicle is attacked and stoned and the white driver is 
seriously injured.

In Krugersdorp one BAAB official is killed and another seriously injured in a gunfight 
with two armed blacks.

16 July 1976 Transvaal In Jouberton (Klerksdorp) a crowd of fifty blacks confront three police detectives in 
their car. After some shooting in which one man was injured, the crowd is dispersed.

19 July 1976 Transvaal In Kempton Park an arson attack is made on the magistrates’ court. 

Cape Violent clashes develop after the police attempt to disperse a demonstration at the 
University of Fort Hare (Alice). The University is then closed and 1,700 students are 
sent home.

The Lovedale Teachers Training College Administration building is burnt down.

20 July 1976 Transvaal Demonstrations demanding the release of detainees take place in several townships 
and when police move in violent clashes develop and the demonstrators attack cars 
and buildings.

North 
Eastern 
Transvaal

At Lynville (Witbank) violent clashes develop after a demonstration calling for the 
release of detainees. BAAB offices are attacked and a number of government vehicles 
are destroyed. Some of the demonstrators attack shops and buildings in neighbouring 
Indian and ‘coloured’ areas, and a large evacuation of the Indian population takes 
place.

Orange 
Free State

Arson attacks on schools in townships outside Parys and Kroonstad.
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Natal At St. Chad’s African High School (17km From Ladysmith) the students boycott 
classes. The police are called in and school buildings are burnt down. At Amanzimtoti 
the men’s hostel of Adams College is set alight. 

21 July 1976 Transvaal In Mhluzi township buses are burnt and demonstrators battle with the police.

22 July 1976 Transvaal Other Transvaal schools re-open but are met with boycott in African townships. In 
the mean time, Afrikaans is not imposed as a medium of instruction. Many school 
buildings are stoned and set on fire, possibly by militants who did not want others to 
return to school.

23 July 1976 Transvaal The school boycott is solid. There is ‘an explosion’ in the principal’s office at Tsakane 
Primary School near Brakpan. 

Northern 
Transvaal

The education minister of the Venda Bantustan reports widespread unrest in Venda 
schools.

Cape Ten arson attempts on schools are reported from Montshiwa (near Mafikeng).

Orange 
Free State

School buildings at Thaba ‘Nchu in BophutaTswana are burnt down.

24 July 1976 Natal Several arrests were made after a school was burnt down at Greytown (north of 
Pietermaritzburg).

25 July 1976 Natal A school at Vryheid is burnt down.

26 July 1976 Transvaal Soweto school principals meet and call on the government to withdraw the police 
forces to ease the tense situation.

Cape In the Transkei the official car of George Matanzima is set on fire. Four high ranking 
leaders of the Transkei opposition party are detained. In Mafikeng (N. Cape), a 
training center is attacked.

Orange 
Free State

A school in Bochabelo (Bloemfontein) is damaged by fire.

Natal Schools at Kokstad and Empangeni are stoned and set alight. In Kwa Mashu 
township (Durban) main water pipes are destroyed. 

27 July 1976 Transvaal In Soweto demonstrations took place, demanding police withdrawal and in 
Meadowlands a large crowd stoned the police. At least one school was damaged by 
fire.

Orange 
Free State

At Witsieshoek in Qwa Qwa a trade school and a high school are set on fire.

Natal The extent of Natal unrest is becoming apparent. Some schools are set alight during 
protests by school children.

28 July 1976 Transvaal Five more schools in Soweto are damaged by fire. Arson attacks are also made in 
Kagiso (Krugersdorp) and Thokoza (Alberton).

Northern 
Transvaal

At Seshego (Pietersburg) a mass walkout takes place when Mohlakeng Secondary 
School students join the boycott. 

29 July 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

A few of the remaining schools are closed after threats of arson.

30 July 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

Four more schools are burnt down despite heavy police patrolling.

Cape At the University of the Western Cape over 1000  ‘coloured’ students begin a one-week 
boycott of classes.

Natal After fires in Helpmekaar seven students are arrested reportedly in possession of 
school exercise books containing ‘subversive material’ of the ANC.

1 Aug 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

The UBC, having received Mr. Kruger’s permission, holds an open-air meeting in 
Soweto.

2 Aug 1976 Transvaal The UBC’s appeal for a return to school has no effect. The boycott continues. At 
Sharpeville (Vereeniging) a school is set alight.  

Orange 
Free Sate

An arson attempt is reported from a school in Witsieshoek in Qwa Qwa.

Natal Two more arson attacks are reported on schools in KwaZulu Natal.

3 Aug 1976 Transvaal Police open fire during a demonstration at Inhlazane railway station in Soweto.
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Cape White students at the University of Cape Town call for a one-day boycott of classes for 
the next day. 

4 Aug 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

About 20 000 students tried to march from the township to police headquarters at 
John Vorster Square in Johannesburg to demand the release of fellow pupils held in 
custody since 16 June 1976. Students organised the first of a series of stay-aways by 
Soweto workers.

Cape 600 white students at UCT boycotted classes and hold protest meetings in Solidarity 
with Soweto.

5 Aug 1976 Transvaal Police use automatic rifles and teargas to break up a demonstration of 5 000 people 
in another attempt to march to Johannesburg, killing at least one person and injuring 
several others. Pickets continue to appeal to workers to stay away from work.

Cape At UWC R50 000 damage is caused by firebomb attacks.

6 Aug 1976 Transvaal The third day of the stay-at-home begins with police throughout the country placed 
on standby and reinforcements sent to Soweto. 5 000 students make a third attempt 
to march to Johannesburg. Again, the police intervene and the students give battle. 
Protests and clashes continued in other townships.

Cape Hewat Teachers Training College in Athlone (Cape Town) is set alight.

Orange 
Free State

Police use dogs against students during a demonstration in Thaba ‘Nchu.

9 Aug 1976 Transvaal Soweto residents make another attempt of setting up barricades to keep the police 
out. In Diepkloof running battles develop between demonstrators and the police. 
Arson attacks are made on two schools and a magistrate’s court.

Cape The Bophutatswana Legislative Assembly building is burnt down and several official 
cars are destroyed. The homes of Lucas Mangope and other Bantustan figures are 
placed under police guard. 400 UWC students stage a protest march without incident.

Natal Over 1 000 students from the University of Durban-Westville marched through the 
campus and announce a one-week boycott of classes.

10 Aug 1976 Transvaal At Bekkersdal near Westonaria (west of Johannesburg) police break up a 
demonstration and a beer hall is burnt down.

Cape Two more (unsuccessful) arson attempts are made at Hewat Training College in 
Athlone (Cape Town). At Zwelitsha (King Williams Town) police violently disperse 
several hundred people protesting at the death in detention (on 5 August) of Mapatla 
Mohapi.

11 Aug 1976 Transvaal In Kagiso (Krugersdorp) 76 people are arrested and a 14-year-old boy is shot in the 
leg after a large crowd attack a school and several other buildings. Police also disperse 
students in Kwa Thema after a peaceful demonstration.

Cape In Umtata St. John’s College is set alight. 

In the African townships of Cape Town (Langa, Nyanga ang Guguletu) police break 
up three separate and peaceful demonstrations. Violent clashes soon develop and 
police open fire killing at least 16 people in a few hours.

12 Aug 1976 Transvaal Arson attacks on schools and BAAB offices are reported from Katlehong (Germiston), 
Bopalong (Vereeniging) and Ikageng (Potchefstroom). In Daveyton (Benoni) police 
break up a student demonstration and arrest 136 people.

Cape In Langa, armed police use helicopters to attack Nyanga and Guguletu 
demonstrations. The police arrest 76 white students attempting to march to Nyanga 
to join a demonstration there.  The first large  ‘coloured’ demonstration takes place at 
Belgravia High School.

The unrest spreads out of Cape Town area to Somerset West where arson attacks are 
made on a school, and to Worcester where several hundred-school students stage a 
demonstration. By evening the Cape Town townships are sealed off and fierce fighting 
continues. 130 police reinforcements are flown in to assist the local police.

Orange 
Free State

At Wietsieshoek in Qwa Qwa several hundred people are involved in demonstrations. 
Another school is gutted by fire.

Natal 1 500 Indian students demonstrate demanding the release of detained student leaders.

13 Aug 1976 Transvaal Police are patrolling Soweto making indiscrimate attacks on people. A 13-year-old 
boy is shot dead as he plays in a schoolyard with a group of children. A nationwide 
round up of the militant political leadership is taking place. Amongst those arrested is 
Winnie Mandela.
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Northern 
Transvaal

Arson attacks on schools in the area north of Pietersburg take place. At Seshego in 
Lebowa numerous injuries and arrests occur in clashes between demonstrators and 
police.

Cape The school boycott in the African townships here is solid: police are guarding all the 
schools.

‘Coloured’ students hold another mass meeting at Belgravia High School. Several 
hundred UWC students march to Bellville Magistrate’s Court where trials of their 
colleagues are taking place. 

Orange 
Free State

An arson attack destroys much of the Strijdom Technical School near Bloemfontein.             

Natal At Weenen in central Natal, students attempt to set fire to a beer hall and a school.

14 Aug 1976 Transvaal In Soweto two large funerals take place for victims of recent police attacks. The 
Brakpan post office is completely destroyed by fire.

Cape The stoning of a white policeman near Guguletu. 

15 Aug 1976 Transvaal Another massive funeral gathering takes place in Soweto, this time for SSRC executive 
member Abiel Lebelo (19) who was shot dead on the 11th.

Cape A large demonstration takes place in Mdantsane (East London) and is attacked and 
dispersed by police.

16 Aug 1976 Transvaal At Tembisa (Kempton Park) a school is set alight. In Mabopane (Pretoria) a 
Bophutatswana government clinic and a high school are burnt down.

Northern 
Transvaal

At Seshego in Lebowa the students of the Madikoti Technical School walk out in 
protest.

Cape At three  ‘coloured’ schools demonstrations calling for African-’Coloured’ solidarity 
take place peacefully. In the African townships students announce that they will 
continue their school boycott. Nearly 1 000 UWC students stage another march to 
Bellville Magistrate’s Court, where they are dispersed.

Natal 400 Indian students at the University of Durban-Westville are still boycotting classes. 

17 Aug 1976 Transvaal, 
Pretoria

Clashes between police and demonstrators take place at Mamelodi Secondary School 
(near Pretoria). Police keep buses out of the township after stoning incidents. In 
Hammanskraal (north of Pretoria) the temba Primary School is gutted by fire and 
Kgetsejatsi Secondary School is extensively damaged.

Cape After police attempt to detain Mr. Mzimkhulu Gwentshe (a banned person) in Port 
Elizabeth a crowd of 400 gathers and clashes with the police.

Natal Black medical students at the University of Natal (Durban) stage a protest during the 
faculty’s 25th anniversary celebrations.

18 Aug 1976 Transvaal In Soweto, Orlando High Schol is damaged by fire. Both in Mamelodi and Soweto 
students demonstrate against the detention of local school principals.

Cape In the New Brighton, Kwazakele and Zwide townships of Port Elizabeth peaceful 
demonstrations by several thousand people erupt into violence after a police attack. 
Police kill at least eight and seriously wound 20 others.

Students in Mdantsane (East London) decide to boycott school and the Ciskei 
Education Department then decide to close all post-primary schools in Mdantsane. 
Demonstrators clash with police and stone police cars at the township’s bus terminus.

At UWC the Rector threatens to close the University after clashes on the campus in 
which some staff are injured. The students resolve at a mass meeting to continue their 
boycott.

A peaceful demonstration takes place at Somerset West High School and students 
start a school boycott.

19 Aug 1976 Transvaal Arson attacks on schools take place in Mamelodi (Pretoria), De Wildt (Brits) and 
Katlehong (Germiston).

At Middelburg police disperse 600 demonstrators outside a magistrate’s court.

Northern 
Transvaal

Angry scenes take place at the University of the North at Turfloop (near Pietersburg) 
when police disperse a crowd of black students protesting at the cancellation of 
memorial service for the victims of police shootings.
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Cape Resistance continues in the Port Elizabeth townships and fierce fighting is reported 
from inside the sealed off townships. The local death toll rises to 17 and scores are 
injured.

At UWC the Rector retaliates against student militancy by expelling eight student 
leaders.

In Transkei several hundred-school students march through Lady Frere protesting 
against Transkei ‘independence’ and setting fire to government property. 266 
demonstrators are arrested.

Natal Several medical students from the University of Natal (Durban) boycott classes in 
protest against the detention of five of their colleagues.

Students at Ziphathele High School in Clermont (Durban) boycott their classes and 
stage a demonstration.

20 Aug 1976 Transvaal Arson attack in Duduza (Nigel).

Cape At Uitenhage  ‘Coloured’ and African school students join together to demonstrate.

In Athlone (‘coloured’) township outside Cape Town a primary school is completely 
destroyed by arson, whilst serious damage is caused at Healdtown High near Fort 
Beaufort in the Eastern cape.

Orange 
Free State

Another arson attack is reported from Witsieshoek in Qwa Qwa.

21 Aug 1976 National The countrywide round up of black leaders by the police is continuing.

22 Aug 1976 Transvaal Leaflets issued in the name of the banned ANC and the Soweto SRC are circulating in 
Soweto and other townships caling for another three day stay-at-home.

Cape In defiance of a court order students attempt to attend the funeral of Langa schoolboy 
Xolile Mosi. The police disperse the mourners with teargas and batons.

Natal Police move into Chatsworth Indian township (Durban) after rumors of impending 
disturbances. 

23, 24 & 25 Aug 
1976

Transvaal, 
Soweto 

There is a series of work boycotts by Soweto workers, whereby migrant workers went 
on the rampage, attacking and killing other residents, among them schoolchildren. 

26 Aug 1976 Transvaal The fighting between some migrant workers and Soweto residents continues. At least 
31 people have been killed in three days (the police admit to causing 10 deaths) and 
hundreds have been injured. 

Cape Large crowds again gather in Bonteheuwel and police who fire shotguns and teargas 
at the crowds soon inflames the tense situation. 

27 Aug 1976 Transvaal In Soweto several clashes occur between residents and police but the slaughter of the 
past few days seems over. Police are still shooting into crowds and several people are 
hit.

Northern 
Transvaal

Two buildings at the University of the North are set alight.

Cape In Guguletu (Cape Town) police use baton-charges and teargas to disperse a 
demonstration demanding the release of detainees.

Students at UWC attempt to re-start their boycott.

After a series of arson attacks on schools in Mdantsane, the Ciskei authorities close all 
Mdantsane secondary schools.

28 Aug 1976 Transvaal Calm returns to Soweto and residents begin to repair the damage and bury the dead.

29 Aug 1976 Transvaal Police open fire on group of people in Soweto.

Cape In Athlone a  ‘coloured’ secondary school is burnt down.

30 Aug 1976 Transvaal, 
Soweto

Police were still terrorising Soweto. There were few people on the streets but police 
shoot six dead and wounded several others.

31 Aug 1976 Transvaal Indian students in Lenasia (borders of Soweto) boycott classes in solidarity with the 
people of Soweto.

1 September 
1976

Cape There are violent clashes between students and the police in Athlone. The students’ 
protests are joined by parents. Students from the townships in and around Cape Town 
march through the city’s main streets, demanding equal education and the release of 
all political prisoners.
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2 September Cape Throughout the morning, scores of students from ‘Coloured’ townships begin a 
peaceful march in Central Cape Town. They march down Adderly street with banners 
declaring  ‘Freedom from Oppression’. They are violently attacked by the police. There 
are running battles between the police and white onlookers on one side, and students 
on the other. Students from the Langa townships are beaten by the police as they 
attempt to  join the demonstration in the city centre.

13, 14 and 15 
September 1976

Transvaal A third stay-away begins and receives support from workers in Soweto.

20 September 
1976 

Natal The Umlazi Vocational Training School, near Durban, is set alight.

22 September 
1976

Transvaal Several hundred black youth infiltrate Johannesburg and assemble in Eloff Street for 
a demonstration. The police respond by arresting over 1 000 students. One youth is 
killed and another is wounded. During the march and police confrontation, shops are 
petrol bombed.

23 September 
1976 

Orange 
Free State

At Thaba Nchu, the Moroka High School is closed after student protests.

13 October 
1976

Cape In Langa, (Cape Town), police disperse anti-liquor demonstrators with shortguns and 
tear gas.

16 October 
1976

Transvaal The Soweto SRC issues a pamphlet calling for a period of mourning until after the 
New Year, in solidarity with the detainees, and in symphathy with workers who have 
lost wages as a result of the stay-aways.

17 October Transvaal A crowd of 15 000 gathers in Soweto to bury a 16-year-old detainee, who died in 
police custody

20 October Transvaal Nearly 33 000 students from African townships in Cape Town, are boycotting school.

1 November Cape and 
Transvaal

Students boycott the final examinations.

16 November 
1976

Nationwide A number of young people are reported to be fleeing South Africa and joining the 
liberation movement in exile.

23 December 
1976

Transvaal The Christmas boycott of white owned shops and the period of mourning is finding 
wide support in black communities. Many stores in Johannesburg report a drop in 
sales.

24 December 
1976

Cape Massive police activity continues in Cape Town townships and clashes develop 
towards the evening, in Guguletu and Nyanga. Some migrant workers incited by 
police, launch attacks on residents of Nyanga.

31 December 
1976

Nationwide At midnight, Prime Minister Vorster delivers his New Year message calling on whites 
to ``fasten their seatbelts”. He declares ``The storm has not struck yet. We are only 
experiencing the whirlwinds that go before the storm.``

Police at a #FmF night vigil held at uJ - 

13 november 2015
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T
his will be the new step - the fourth in series 
- by the revolutionary people of South Africa. 
Countrymen, the liberatory struggle has brought 

a new phase, namely the shattering of the myth that the 
Coloureds are more white than black. The killing of many 
of them in Cape Town and their stand, together with their 
African brethren to rock the centre of the oldest city, that 
symbol of white occupation of our country - Cape Town 
- is the greatest victory and marks another step in the 
development of a people, namely, to each one of them, the 
consciousness of oppression irrespective of degree. Divide 
and Rule was dealt its deathblow in Cape Town.
Johannesburg or Soweto, the capital and the supposed 
centre of this National Drive, has already lagged behind 
the countryside. The heart of Cape Town city - Adderley 
Street - was rocked by revolutionary demonstrators. Are 
we made of a different metal from them? Surely Not! 
They are mortals like ourselves. But their discontent 
about the present oppressive structure has made them 
bold. They burnt buildings, they took possession of what 
was forcefully raped from them a number of years ago. 
They did not plead for wealth any more. They brought so 
much panic to the already frightened whites that all guns 
obtained in public market were sold out.
Police re-enforcements were called as far afield as 
Johannesburg. Therefore we are in the process of selling 
out the countryside, which we have stirred to revolt, only 
two months ago, for we failed to keep busy our local police 
to such an extent that they are free to murder elsewhere.
Countrymen, this is not yet the time to retreat. Surely 
not at a time when two universities have reduced their 
institutions to ashes to support the revolution. Surely 
not when everybody conscious has been arrested, surely 
retreat is impossible when our fellow brothers studying 
in the countryside have razed their schools to the ground 
and closed them for the rest of the year. These people also 
value their education but have abandoned it for a better 
cause - namely the elimination of oppression. We cannot 
retreat to the classrooms unless we can reverse the whole 
course of events this year. And Reversing The Tide Is 
Tantamount To TREACHERY.

We cannot succumb to the threats of this wounded 
and vicious bull Vorster. Already his police thugs are 
demanding passes at gun point. Already rents have gone 
higher. Are these concessions? No! Surely let’s move 
forward, Vorster must not delude himself and think that 
we will stop anywhere short of freedom. Let us not betray 
the nation by pursuing selfish ends like writing Exams. 
If we profess to be leaders, the first and indispensable 
character is: Independent Thought and Moral Courage. 
If we are still looking for favours from [Minister of Bantu 
Education] M. C. Botha to recognise us as matriculants 
it simply means that we are not independent - but like 

Gatsha Buthelezi who is paid by Vorster, we also want 
Vorster Matriculation Certificates. To Hell with Paper! A 
Certificate! the Certificate we want now is our land and for 
that we shall fight till the bitter end. CRIMINAL VORSTER 
Keep your Certificates and give us back our land. Give 
us back our birth rights - we won’t exchange them for a 
paper of enslavement. Education is itself good, but the first 
school for an oppressed people is a revolution.
TO TOWN!! To Johannesburg!! that pride of the white 
racists will be rocked by the revolutionary people. From 
MONDAY Eloff [StreetJ and the surroundings will be the 
operational area for the people who resolved and have 
taken the fate with their leaders, to their own hands. The 
counter revolutionaries and traitors and all those who are 
tired will call us the Tsotsi element but we call ourselves 
the Revolutionary Force in Society.

TO TOWN! Town will be centre of the demos 
[demonstrations]. We did it early this year and the SASO 
trial was transferred by the Racists to Pretoria. They have 
done it in Cape Town! What will Stop Us Now? TO TOWN 
is the slogan of the people in revolt. It is the very cry of 
an oppressed but determined people. It is a slogan of the 
most deprived part of humanity. Trains will [be] boarded 
not for work-but for a violent Demonstration of our 
bitterness. 

TO TOWN FELLOW COUNTRYMEN. POWER TO THE 
PEOPLE. . !!

to town!!! to eloff!!! to that exclusive White 

Paradise!!! From monday!!!”
Flyer by Soweto Students’ Representative Council announcing demonstration on September 23, 1976

“exit your ivory tower” - 

a tuKS protestor
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Part 3: From Soweto to democracy

Students and the uprisings of the 
1980s – From Soweto to Freedom

T
he banning of student organisations - SASO and 
SASM - in 1977 did not succeed in destroying the 
spirit of resistance among students for long. Already 

in 1979 a new student organisation, the Congress of 
South African Students (COSAS), was formed. Unlike its 
predecessor SASM, the COSAS supported the Freedom 
Charter. But, like its predecessor, it organised students 
on a national scale. The COSAS, however, only started to 
have a national influence in 1984. It was a key actor in the 
1980 boycotts but it was to become an important player 
in the struggles of the mid-1980s. In the same year, the 
Azanian Students Organisation (AZASO) was formed and 
it organised students at tertiary institutions. By 1983 a split 
occurred in AZASO along ideological lines, and students 
aligned with the black consciousness tradition formed the 
Azanian Students Movement (AZASM).

In April 1980 a region-wide schools boycott started in 
the Western Cape. As with the 1976 uprisings, there were 
school-based issues that led to the boycott. Working class 
schools were poorly equipped and were in a bad state 
of repair; there were shortages of qualified teachers and 
teachers who were politically conscious were dismissed 
from schools. Students protested against the use of 
corporal punishment and the presence of the police in 
schools. Students also demanded SRCs. 

As with 1976, the student boycott happened in the context 
of an economic crisis. There was a steadily increase in 
inflation and unemployment. Black unemployment rose 
from 11.8% in 1970 to 21.1% in 1981. 

By the 1980s students had learnt the lessons of 1976. They 
saw the need for coordination and organisation. They also 
made attempts to ensure that their demands included the 
wider working class society. 

The boycott of 1980 was inspired by a different political 
understanding to that of June 1976. Whereas June 16 1976 
showed the influence of the BC tradition, the 1980 student 
manifestos and slogans talked more about capitalist 
exploitation under apartheid. The students also talked 
about how schooling prepared students for a subordinate 
role in apartheid-capitalist society.

The organisation of the boycott of 1980
During the boycott of 1980 committees that were 
tasked with the coordination of struggles were formed 
in most centres. Mass meetings were a regular feature 
of the boycott. For example, in Cape Town, the boycott 
was coordinated by the Committee of 81, which had 
representatives of Student Representative Committees 
(SRCs), from schools in the Western Cape. After meetings, 

committee members would report back to their respective 
schools. The Committee of 81 arranged meetings in which 
the mass of students was addressed by workers from the 
bus and meat strikes taking place at the time. While the 
committee of 81 made some gains, there were however 
some weaknesses.

Reflecting on the boycott in the Western Cape in 1980, 
and the fact that structures that were formed collapsed, 
Oupa Lehulere, an activist in Cape Town at the time, 
argued that  “[A]s [an] organ expressing student power 
and democracy the Committee of 81 rose and fell with 
the ebb of the boycott itself. And [it] never generated 
structures [that] would transcend that movement as such. 
In that respect 1980 is the same as 1976. In  ‘76 for various 
historical reasons in the Western Cape and probably other 
areas, those visible concrete organisational forms were 
never thrown up as such.…[In] ‘76 there was no question 
of structures rising beyond the boycott movement. But in 
1980 they were strong enough,… but again they collapsed 
with the collapse of the boycott movement. COSAS 
was on the periphery in the 1980 boycott especially in 
the Western Cape. In other areas like Port Elizabeth you 
had a committee of 61 which was not really a COSAS 
committee. COSAS was formed in 1979 and so was 
quite new in the 1980s school boycotts and the COSAS 
leadership did not have a vibrant leadership in 1980. The 
leadership was quite confused as to what to do.”1 

A COSAS activist from the Eastern Cape, Monde 
Tabata, emphasised the fact that in Cape Town and Port 
Elizabeth students built democratic structures during 
the 1980 boycott. At the same time students saw a need 
for community support as an essential element of their 
struggle.

According to Tabata, “The boycotts of 1980 became very 
important and may have been a turning point in the 
students’ struggles, in that the students in 1980 in Cape 
Town had a formation such as the Committee of 81 in 
Cape Town, Committee of 61 in PE, where students 
realised that they would never be able to fight their 
struggle by themselves, without the support of the 
communities. And they were drawing their parents to their 
struggles [in order] to actually show them that the struggle 
for students is also a struggle for them [i.e.parents].” 2

Despite the weaknesses of organisation in 1980, students 
made some gains such as more textbooks were provided 
and schools were repaired. There were also important 
organisational gains and lessons learnt from the 

1	 	Oupa	Lehulere	in	Students	and	the	Struggle	for	Freedom	
in	South	Africa,	1976	to	2006,	Khanya	Publishing,	2006.	The	analysis	
in	this	Special	Commemorative	Edition	is	draw	from	this	publication.
2	 	Also	from	Students	and	the	Struggle	for	Freedom	in	South	
Africa,	1976	to	2006.
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experiences of 1976. Reflecting on the lessons of 1976, 
Nyanisile Jack, an activist in the Eastern Cape, has this to 
say, “[I]in terms of organisation, the …[approach] of 1980 
was indicative of the fact that the lessons of 1976 had been 
learnt because students were emphasising the point that 
we must occupy the schools, we must use the schools 
as the centre of organisation and besides that, we must 
always be organised – if we retreat, we must retreat in an 
organized way, united, not retreating in a situation where 
we get scattered and so on, and then the enemy finds our 
forces disorganised and in disarray.  So we had to advance 
in an organised way, which I think meant that 1980 was 
quite superior in terms of that to 1976.”3

Many students went back to school in 1981. Another wave 
of student resistance was to continue in the period 1984 to 
1986.

Student Resistance in1984 – 1986
In the early 1980s, there was an uneasy calm in schools. 
COSAS continued to build itself as a national organisation 
but its activities had a low profile. COSAS mobilised 
students around issues such democratically elected 
SRCs, bad matric results and age restriction. The Azanian 
Students Movement (AZASM) which had links with the 
Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO), was formed 
in 1983. The youth congresses (affiliated to the ANC 
tradition) were formed in various parts of the country and 
organised young people who were not in schools.

What led to the wave of mobilisation of 1984-1986?
There were old issues that were also taken up in the waves 
of 1976 and 1980. These included overcrowding in schools, 
shortage of textbooks and teachers, poor facilities, high 
matric failure rate, corruption and so on. COSAS and 
AZASM became platforms for articulating the demands 
and aspirations of students on a national scale.

Like in 1976 and 1980, the economic context was steadily 
deteriorating. The working class was experiencing the rise 
in unemployment and high inflation rate. School leavers 
were not getting absorbed into the labour market. The 
deteriorating economic situation was worsened by an 
increase in transport costs and costs of other basic needs.

Many people were angered by constitutional 
arrangements which entrenched apartheid by creating a 
racially segregated Tricameral Parliament. At the time of 
the Tricameral elections in 1984, there was a generalised 
boycott and protest across the country.

During the period 1984 to 1986, there were highly 
developed national structures such as the United 
Democratic Front (UDF) and the National Forum (NF), 
both formed in 1983. The trade union movement had 
formed strong shopfloor and national structures, such as 
the Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) 
and the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA).

3	 	From	Students	and	the	Struggle	for	Freedom.

The students’ boycotts and protests started in two regions: 
in Cradock and Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape, and in 
Saulsville and Atteridgeville in Pretoria. However, over the 
next few months the protest spread across different parts 
of the country, into rural areas and homelands as well as 
urban areas.

The protests started with the poor marking of the 1983 
matric examination papers. COSAS also campaigned 
for democratically elected SRCs. Students also protested 
against corporal punishment, age restriction and sexual 
harassment of female students by male teachers. The 
Department of Education attempted to introduce 
undemocratic SRCs but students rejected that proposal. 
The Department of Education then closed a number of 
schools in Cradock, Pretoria and on the Rand.

In 1984, in Grahamstown, COSAS began to play a leading 
role.  After the opening of the schools in September 1984, 
COSAS took over the boycott, and now this time they 
demanded the recognition of  SRCs and submitted these 
demands to some principals, who in turn took that to the 
Department of Education. 

In this midst of this ongoing crisis, COSAS, NUSAS 
and AZASO launched the Education Charter Campaign 
in February 1984. The charter, among other things, 
demanded equal and free education for all.

Unlike in 1973 and 1976, there was an explicit and 
concrete convergence of students’, workers’ and broader 
political struggles in 1984. This convergence could be seen 
in a flyer issued by COSAS in the Transvaal in 1984 (see 
flyer in this edition). This flyer which was issued during 
the community struggles in the Vaal Triangle, and calls 
for an alliance between workers and students. Unlike in 
1976, workers were seen as social agents that are capable 
of bringing about change in society. The flyer argues, “ 
Workers, you are fathers and mothers, you are our brothers 
and sisters. Our struggle in the schools is your struggle in 
the factories. We fight the same bosses’ government, we 
fight the same enemy”.

In August 1984, elections were held for the ‘Indian’ and 
‘Coloured’  Tricameral Parliament. The United Democratic 
Front (UDF) and the National Forum (NF) organised 
national boycotts against the elections. The COSAS and 
other youth formations called for school boycotts as part 
of the campaign against the Tricameral elections. Large 
numbers of students supported the boycott.

The uprising in the Vaal Triangle
However, it was events in the Vaal region that transformed 
student protests and made them part of a major political 
struggle. In August 1984, rent and service costs were 
increased in the townships around Pretoria, the East and 
West Rand, the Eastern Cape and the Vaal Triangle. The 
Vaal exploded. Rent and education boycotts converged in a 
wave of anti-apartheid capitalist state action. A stay-away 
in the Vaal was supported by more than 20 000 students 
and residents. The state retaliated by sending the South 
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African Defence Force into the townships. The protests 
spread to other parts of the country. Students and the 
youth became militant. School issues were linked to the 
broader political struggle against apartheid and capitalism. 
Students waged militant battles against the police, the 
army, collaborators and vigilantes. The street committees, 
or  “organs of working class power” and people’s courts 
were built, and in these courts those who were suspected 
of being collaborators were  “necklaced”, that is burnt 
using a tyre filled with flammable liquid. The slogan of the 
youth became: “Liberation Now, Education Later”.

Students built alliances with workers. A joint stay-away 
between workers and students was organised in Southern 
Transvaal on 5 and 6 November 1984. Organisations 
involved include FOSATU, CUSA; student organisations 
such as COSAS, AZASO and YCS; and also civic and 
community groups. Over half a million people participated 
in the stay-away.

In the Eastern Cape in Uitenhage there was also a 
successful stay-away organised by students, workers and 
community groups in March 1984. Although the unity 
between students, workers and communities showed a 
high degree of unity, this was not always the case. For 
example, in Port Elizabeth, students, youth and workers 
could not reach an agreement on a stay-away in the early 
part of 1985.

The struggles of 1984 –1986 led to the growth and 
strengthening of democratic organisations. Street 
committees, youth and student formation became strong 
in unprecedented ways. The trade union movement grew 
stronger and this led to the formation of COSATU in 1985. 
Many of the community structures were able to withstand 
repression by the apartheid regime and its surrogates.

But there were also problems with youth militancy. In 
some cases the youth was unable to persuade workers 
and the community to join the boycott. Short cuts such 
as intimidatory methods and violence were used against 
fellow working class members of communities. There were 
people who also felt that students were turning a boycott 
tactic into a principle. The state responded by arresting a 
number of young people and that crippled organisations.

The formation of the National Education Crisis Committee
In 1985 the Soweto Parents Crisis Committee (SPCC), 
called a national conference to discuss the education 
crisis and formulate alternatives. Before the conference, 
the SPCC met the ANC in exile and came back with a 
slogan called  “People’s Education for People’s Power”. 
The conference resolved that students would return to 
school on condition that COSAS was unbanned, the state 
of emergency lifted, political prisoners released and the 
unbanning of the liberation movement’s.

At this conference the slogan “Liberation Now, Education 
Later” was replaced by the one that said,  “People’s 
Education for People’s Power”. The principles of “People’s 
Education” encompassed nonracialism, participation of 

parents, students and teachers in the running of education. 
Some speakers at the conference called upon students 
to return to school to transform the education system 
from within the school. In other words, students needed 
to return to school, to use the schools as another site of 
the struggle against apartheid. Despite the conference 
resolutions, the situation at the beginning of 1986 was 
confused. In some places there were conference report 
back meetings, and in others not. The Department of 
Education and Training (DET), argued that it had met the 
conditions set up by students excluding the unbanning of 
the COSAS. The students did not agree.

The follow up conference was held in March 1986 where 
the National Education Crisis Committee (NECC) was 
launched. Among other things, the conference reinforced 
the call for students to return to school and a People’s 
Education Commission was formed. Its task was to 
develop an alternative curriculum based on principles 
of  “people’ education”. The National Education Crisis 
Committee (NECC), committed itself to working with 
progressive teachers in schools. There were debates about 
the term  “people”. Others argued that the term concealed 
class differences in society. Other argued that the term was 
inclusive of all those who were against apartheid i.e. the 
working class and the middle class. Despite the calls for 
the return to school, students in some areas continued to 
boycott schools. Some schools were closed down by the 
DET. The NECC tried to negotiate with the DET over the 
school’s conditions, but these efforts failed. In 1986 the 
state of emergency was declared and some leaders of the 
NECC were arrested.

In 1987, however, the NECC called upon students to 
return to school and many students heeded the call. 
But there were many restrictions imposed on students. 
In 1990 during the context of political changes and the 
unbanning of the liberation movement, the NECC held 
a workshop that looked at the future role of the NECC 
and the meaning of  “People’s Education” under the future 
ANC government. The ANC was already unbanned and 
there were discussions about ensuring that the Freedom 
Charter’s call for  “Opening the doors of learning and 
culture for all South Africans” was realised. In the 1990s a 
lot of time was spent in developing education policies that 
were to be implemented by the ANC government. The 
policies included free and quality education, availability of 
equipment and laboratories and the general improvement 
of learning conditions.
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Barometer of Student resistance: 1977 to 2004
Compiled by the Khanya Working Class History Programme

Date  Province/City Event

February 1977 Natal, 
KwaDlangeza 

Following the “June 16” uprising at the University of Natal, the university 
did not readmit students that were suspected of being involved in the 
uprisings. 

20-27 March 1977 Countrywide The Black People’s Convention called up black people to mourn the death 
of black people who died during the Sharpville massacre and during the 
“June 16” uprising. The mourning started on 20 and ended on 27 March 
1977 and was called the “Heroes Week”.    

11 June 1977 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

Turfloop students boycotted classes in support of their demand to elect an 
SRC. The SRC had been dissolved since the “pro-Frelimo” rally in 1974. 
Students returned to classes on 20 June 1977. They started another round 
of class boycott on 25 August 1977, which culminated in the closure of the 
university.      

16 June 1977 Countrywide Uprisings were reported in the Transvaal and other areas. These were 
preparations for the commemoration of June 16 and many students leaders 
were arrested before the commemoration. One of the commemorative 
events was in Regina Mundi Cathedral in Soweto. The police used force to 
disrupt the event.   

12 September 1977 Steve Biko is killed in detention. 

 20 September 1977 Cape, Bellville The University of the Western Cape students held protest against the 
inferior black education.  Subsequent to that the university administration 
closed the university and suspended SRC members.

September 1977 Natal, Durban At the University of Durban-Westville students disrupt a meeting which 
was to be addressed by Gatsha Buthelezi.

15 September 1977 Cape, Alice Over 1 250 Fort Hare students are arrested for holding a Steve Biko 
memorial service.  

19 October 1977 Transvaal, Pretoria SASO, SASM are among organisations banned in terms of Internal Security 
Act.   

November 1977 Natal, 
Pietermaritzburg

In its 55th annual conference, NUSAS reaffirmed its “Africanisation” 
orientation. The organisations argued that education should solve African 
problems.    

1977 Countrywide 
boycotts.

After  “June 16” students in many schools continued with school boycott.s 
Students were demanding the release of the arrested students. Students 
also argued that they would not write examinations unless bantu education 
was scrapped.   

7 October 1977 Countrywide It was reported that 196 000 black students were either boycotting schools 
or not attending school because of closures. 

1978 Countrywide There were less student uprisings in the country due to the fact that the 
state was openly confrontational and some students had decided to join the 
armed struggle and the liberation movements in exile. 

3 January 1978 Cape, Port 
Elizabeth 

Schools in Port Elizabeth reopened. Attendance in the schools fluctuated 
because of spontaneous student uprisings.    

April 1978 Natal, 
KwaDlangeza

Female students led a boycott at the University of Zululand. The students 
were demanding the unconditional reinstatement of students who were 
expelled because of pregnancy.    

1 February 1978 Transvaal, Soweto Twelve out of 40 schools reopened in Soweto. 

May 1978 Cape, 
Grahamstown

English and Afrikaans universities’ SRCs met in Grahamstown to discuss 
cooperation. The meeting could not reach any agreement but delegates 
committed themselves to a dialogue.     

January 1979 Transvaal, Soweto Students and their formations debated the return to schools. The Soweto 
Students’ League argued that students should return to schools and 
continue the fight against Bantu education in schools. Various students 
opposed this position but students ultimately went back to school in 1979.                                                    
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April 1979 Transvaal, Pretoria Solomon Mahlangu, the young Umkhonto WeSizwe combatant was 
executed. Subsequent to the execution, students marched and a memorial 
service was held by the Soweto Students’ League.                 

 May 1979 Transvaal, Soweto The Soweto Students’ League’s activists were arrested by the state. 

June 1979 Transvaal, 
Roodepoort

The Congress of South African Students (COSAS) is formed.   

1979 The Azanian Students’ Organisation (AZASO is formed and organises 
students in the tertiary education sector.   

 1980 Transvaal, Pretoria The Cillie Commission which investigated the causes of  “June 16” releases 
its report. 

1980 Natal, KwaMashu Students in KwaMashu defied Gatsha Buthelezi’s “back to school” call. 
The students’ uprisings in the Bantustan showed that students rejected the 
system. 

February 1980 Cape, Gugulethu Students at Fezeka High School presented the principal with a list 
of demands that were related to school governance, lack of student 
representation, school fees and uniform. Student boycotted until the 
meeting of students, teachers and parents on 21 February 1980.     

20 March 1980 Cape, Hanover 
Park, Mountview 
and Crystal 

Students in Hanover Park, Mountview and Crystal held a mass meeting 
where students discussed the physical conditions of the schools and 
other related issues. Three white teachers who attended the meeting were 
dismissed. Subsequent to that students boycotted classes and demanded an 
unconditional reinstatement of the teachers.    

Early March 1980 Transvaal, Soweto COSAS in Soweto called for a boycott of Soweto Schools to protest against 
the uniform requirement and school fees.  

19 April 1980 Cape, Cape Town A “committee of 81” (81 representative from various secondary schools) 
called for a countrywide boycott of schools. The boycott spread from Cape 
Town to other parts of the country. Black universities and students in the 
bantustans were also involved in the boycotts. The state responded by using 
violence against students and detaining a number of students.     

March 1981 Transvaal, 
Johannesburg

Two student organisations invited the Minister of Cooperation and 
Development, Piet Koornof to address a lunchtime meeting at the Wits’ 
Great Hall. The meeting was attended by over 1 200 students but was 
disrupted by about 300 black students.     

29 April 1981 Countrywide While whites were holding “elections” for the whites-only Parliament, black 
students protested against white-only general elections. Black students 
called for a universal franchise. 

16 June 1981 Cape, Western 
Cape

Over 60 students were arrested in the Western Cape for commemorating 16 
June 1976. 

January 1982 Natal, Durban Students at the Umlazi area boycotted schools because the Department of 
Education wanted them to rewrite the examination. The Department cited 
examination paper leaks as a reason for demanding re-examination. The 
police were called in but the boycott continued for some days.  

1 May 1982 Cape, Alice Students at Fort Hare threw stones at the Ciskei government officials who 
visited the campus. On May 3, the entire student body boycotted classes in 
support of 22 students who were arrested on 1 May.     

April 1982 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

Turfloop students threatened to boycott because the university had expelled 
nine pregnant students. 

June 1982 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

Turfloop held a “Tiro” Day to commemorate the late Abram Tiro. Subsequent 
to the commemorative event, students were reported to have burnt the 
university bookshop.      

1983 Countrywide Student protests in the educational institutions increased. It was estimated 
that about 10 000 students participated in protest action in all four provinces 
and Bantustans. Among other things, students were protesting against 
Bantu education. Many students were detained and tortured.     

March 1983 Transvaal, Pretoria Medunsa experienced its first massive protest in 1983. The entire student 
body boycotted food for four days.     

21 March 1983 Natal, Umlazi Students boycotted classes for a week after the expulsion of 3 students who 
organized the commemoration of Sharpeville Day.   
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9 June 1983 Cape, Alice Over 2 000 Fort Hare students protested against the hanging of 3 ANC 
cadres.  

June 1983 Natal, 
KwaDlangezwa

The University of Zululand called the police to campus when students 
demonstrated against the hanging of three ANC cadres. Inkatha attacked 
and killed unarmed students.  

3 July 1983 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg.

The Azanian Student Movement (AZASM) was launched in Turfloop.  The 
organisation drew its membership from High School level of education.

22 July 1983 Transvaal, 
Mabopane

Students at the Mabopane East Technikon boycotted classes due to the fact 
that the administration expelled students. The technikon was closed until 8 
August 1983.    

September 1983 Cape, Alice Fort Hare students engage in a mass action after Steve Biko’s 
commemorative event.  

January – February 
1984

Countrywide It was reported that 13 107 students in various schools in the country 
boycotted school at the beginning of the year 1984. 

At the end of June 
1984

Countrywide COSAS and AZASO called a countrywide day of solidarity with all schools, 
universities and colleges. 

5-6 November 1984 Transvaal COSAS participated with other mass organisations in a stay-away. 
Throughout the year COSAS made the following demands: - the 
recognition of the democratically elected SRCs, an end to corporal 
punishment, the scrapping of the age limit restrictions, the end to sexual 
harassment of female students, free text books and so on.    

End of May 1984 Transvaal, Pretoria Medunsa students boycotted classes in support of the striking workers.  

1984 Countrywide Students in various schools were engaged in class boycotts because of 
arrests of fellow students, congested examination timetable and so on.   

November 1985 Countrywide AZASM called upon black students not to attend graduation ceremonies.  

April 1985 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

Clashes broke out between AZASM and AZASO supporters at Turfloop.  

April 1985 Transvaal, Pretoria SASPU National, a student newspaper, was banned. 

21 July 1985 Countrywide The state of emergency was imposed by the apartheid regime.

August ,1985 Countrywide COSAS is banned.

January 1986 Transvaal The Transvaal Students’ Congress is formed. 

1986 Countrywide Eastern Cape and Johannesburg schools were mostly affected by 
schools boycotts. As a result of the countrywide boycotts, 54 schools 
were suspended for short periods and a further 33 were closed until 31 
December. Among other things, students were demanding the lifting of the 
state of emergency and the removal of the South African Defence Force in 
the townships. 

7 March 1986 Countrywide The state of emergency is lifted but was again imposed on 12 June 1986.

March, 1986 The National Education Crisis Committee (NECC) was formed with the 
objective of coordinating education struggles. 

6 October 1986 Countrywide The National Students’ Coordinating Committee, which embraced students’ 
congresses in the Eastern and Western Cape, Natal and Transvaal, launches 
a campaign against detention of students, parents and teachers and the 
closure of schools.  

December 1986 Cape, Bellville AZASO changes its name to the South African National Students; Congress 
(SANSCO). 

1986 Transvaal, 
Pietersburg

The South African Defence Force and the police are brought into Turfloop to 
crush students’ resistance. 

1987 Nationwide 147 schools were affected by school boycotts. 

January 1987 Countrywide The United Democratic Front, NECC, Azanian People’s Organization 
(AZAPO), AZASM and SANSCO launch a “return to school” campaign.     

1987 Nationwide Various tertiary education institutions were also affected by the boycott of 
classes. 

1,2,3 May 1987 Cape, Bellville The University of the Western Cape SRC refuses to register AZASM as part 
of its clubs and societies citing that AZASM did not adhere to principles of 
"non-racialism".    
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21 April 1987 Cape, Bellville Dentistry students boycott classes for three weeks and are supported by 
other students. 

24 April 1987 Bophuthatswana, 
Mabatho

The University of Bophuthatswana was closed for 3 months because of 
student protests against the administration and the Bantustan leaders.   

24 April 1987 Cape, Cape Town Students disrupted lectures and set fire to a vehicle following a lunchtime 
meeting as part of a protest against the death and firing of members of the 
South African Railways and Harbours’ Union (SARHWU).    

6 May 1987 Natal, Durban Students at the University of Natal boycotted classes to protest against 
whites-only elections.   

1988 Cape, Cape Town Government announced that 917 schools (as opposed to 147 in 1987) were 
affected by boycotts. 

February 1988 Cape, Cape Town The South African Students’ Congress (SASCO) is formed as a student 
organisation that organises in tertiary education institutions. Just like 
COSAS, it also endorses the Freedom Charter. At the same time, the South 
African Youth Congress (SAYCO)which was closely associated with SASCO 
was banned.   

April 1989 Natal, Durban A report which details conflict between AZASM and SANSCO is released.

October 1989 Transvaal, 
Roodepoort

The Pan Africanist Student Organisation (PASO) is launched.  

September 1989 Countrywide SAYCO unbanned itself during the defiance campaign.

1 September 1989 Transvaal, Pretoria Northern Transvaal Technikon students boycotted classes in opposition to 
racism on campus and the firing of a cleaner.    

January 1990 Transvaal, 
Johannesburg 

The NECC called upon students to go back to school. 

February 1990 Cape, Cape Town Restrictions were lifted on student organisations.  

February 1990 Cape, Cape Town 72 000 students were involved in stay-aways. 

January to May 
1990

Countrywide  Many teachers were engaged in strikes over wages and teaching conditions.  

May 1992 Countrywide SASCO announces its campaign against financial exclusions and cuts in 
subsidy.   

March 1993 Transvaal, Pretoria Vista University Campus was closed for three weeks. It was alleged that the 
fact that the SRC members wanted to be paid as university officials caused 
the boycott.   

April 1991 Transvaal, Pretoria The Azanian Student Convention (Azasco) is formed as a black 
consciousness student organisation drawing its membership from 
Universities, Technikons and Colleges (Nursing, Agricultural, Education, 
Technical). It was officially launched at the Medical University of South 
Africa (Medunsa) in April 1991.

August/ September 
1993 

Transvaal, 
Johannesburg

Wits students trash campus in support of their demand for transforming the 
university. 

August 1993 Countrywide The South African Democratic Teachers’ Union (SADTU) conducts its first 
nationwide strike.  

1993 Cape, Cape Town The Department of Education reports that teachers’ strikes and students’ 
boycott had a “devastating” effect on the education system.  

February 1994 Transvaal, Springs Seven schools in the Springs area boycotted classes in protest against the 
arrests of certain COSAS members.  

February 1994 Natal, 
Pietermaritzburg

The Imbali township students boycotted classes for a week in protest 
against the expulsion of students.   
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StudentS!!! ParentS 

WorKerS!!! 

maniFeSto to tHe PeoPLe oF 
aZania
ISSUED BY THE COMMITTEE OF 81, 14TH MAY 1980

THE NEW STRATEGY – AN EXPLANATION TO ALL 
STUDENTS, PARENTS AND WORKERS
The Committee of 81 decided on Saturday to suspend the 
boycott. What is a suspension of the boycott? Is it a defeat 
of the students resistance movement? Is it a response to 
the actions of the repressive regime of South Africa?  

THESE ARE THE QUESTIONS WHICH ALL OF US ARE 
ASKING. THE  ANSWERS GIVEN HERE ARE BUT A 
GUIDELINE FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION.

THE RESOLUTION PASSED:
We, the students, suspend the boycott as from Wednesday 
14 May and will resume “normal” schooling in another 
form as of Monday, 19 May. Our demands must be met 
within 3 weeks of normal attendance after which we 
reconsider our attendance of classes:

A. All academic work performed during the period of 
boycott should be nullified. (Lessons given to student scab 
or student traitors must be done over again.)

B. We submit a list of demands to every student, parent 
and worker. (We will set a deadline for all our JUST 
demands to be met. We are not being unreasonable in 
giving 3 weeks for the demands to be met – it should have 
been met years ago – it is our demands for fundamental 
human rights. If our demands are not met, workers, 
parents and student will have to decide what to do.)

C. We set an ultimatum of 3 weeks which, if not met by 
the authorities, will result in us reviewing our decision to 
go back to classes. (The ultimatum is not only set to the 
authorities: it is set to us, the voiceless majority of South 
Africa. We must be prepared to take certain decisions if the 
ultimatum is not met by the governments.

D. The concept of education for Liberation must be taken 
up in the classrooms. We should refuse to accept passively 
the blatent tribalism in our syllabi. Thus the struggle for 
Equality and Freedom must continue in a new form. 
(We don’t need no thought control – We must force our 
teachers to teach us about our struggle. They must refuse 
to merely prepare us for the labour market by stuffing us 
with facts. We must learn to become critical to challenge 
them rather than accept.)

E. We pledge ourselves to work harder in conscientising 
the community and in transforming the issue of education 
into an issue of the fight for fundamental human rights. 
Thus, when a new revolutionary strategy is decided upon, 
we stand united as one community. (We must explain to 

our parents that we aren’t  “finished with the boycott”. We 
are merely suspending it for 3 weeks.)

F. We will continue to hold masss meetings and to review 
the situation. We will request time everyday for our 
conscientising programme. If we do not get time, we will 
have to walk out of lessons at a certain time to have our 
programme in operation.

G. The end of the boycott is not a retreat, it is a 
consolidation of our forces. We have not been forced by 
the fascist rulers to go back. We decide what we do from a 
position of strength and unity.

Thus, it is strategically correct and desirable that we 
call off the boycott. That is the feeling of the majority of 
boycotting students. The choice is twofold.

A boxer can continue to punch at the punching bag till he 
is so tired that he falls down. Alternatively, he can strike 
hard, strike fast and strike often. He can hit the punching-
bag, pause, ask the advice of his coach, see which were his 
best punches, see which were his worst punches, assess 
his strength, and thus, with new determination, and better
equipped, start hitting and punching [the] bags to pieces.

We, in our 3 weeks consolidation, must see how see how 
we can make the boycott more effective and powerful. 

Points for discussion:

How can the boycott be made effective?
Do you have suggestions for better boycott–programmes 
at school if we decide to boycott again?

A minority of students feel they would rather accept junk 
education than sacrifice a bit of the tribal education to 
fight for a better society.

How should we go about convincing them that
“You’ve Got To Pay The Price
You’ve Got To Sacrifice
For  Your Liberty”

GOING BACK (1)
Do not feel intimidated when going back. Do not allow 
teachers or principals or the police to victimise any one 
of us. We must stand united. We are involved in active 
struggle for our freedom.

JUNE EXAMS:
By an overwhelming majority, students have decided to 
boycott the JUNE EXAMINATIONS. This will impress the 
seriousness of our demands on the government and the 
community. At the suspension of the boycott, the struggle 
is not over. Also, [some] of our fellow-students have been 
detained. The JUNE EXAMS BOYCOTT is an expression 
of SOLIDARITY with them. They might not be in a state 
physically, mentally or psychologically to write the exams.
GOING BACK (2)
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We must demand an End to the teacher being the most 
important person in the classroom. We must challenge 
what our distorted textbooks say. We must go back to 
classes with a new outlook on life. Our attitudes must 
change. We must have active discussion. We must stand 
together as one student mass.

UNITY
We are like the five fingers of the hand formed into a solid 
fist. United, we can smash the exploitative and oppressive 
system of this country. Divided we cannot achieve 
anything. Thus, all students, at all schools must return 
together, work together for 3 weeks of “normality” and 
pursue a common line of action after the 3 weeks.

UNITED OPPRESSED
The boycott has deliberately been made a coloured issue 
by the ruling class newspapers and SATV. To attempt 
to solve the problems of CAD education is not enough. 
The committee of 81 has schools which fall under Bantu 
Affairs, Coloured Affairs and Indian Affairs. Why has the 
government promised to solve the inequalities in CAD 
education only? What is divide-and-rule tactics?

DEMOCRACY
The Committee of 81 has been representing students 
primarily from the Western Cape and some platteland 
dorpies. However, the Committee must not decide what 
to do next. We, as students should decide in our meetings 
at schools and our representatives must then go to the 
Committee of 81 meeting and give the reasons for us 
making a certain
decision. We must have more MASS DEMOCRACY.

THE STATE AND COMPANY
The suspension of the boycott has been decided upon by 
the students at all schools represented by the Committee 
of 81. We have not made our decision in response to PW 
[Pite Wapen Botha] nor because creepy crawly [Franklin] 
Sonn saw and negotiated with the regime against the 
wishes of the boycotting students. Finally, with the same 
dedication, organisation and willingness to sacrifice shown 
during the boycott, we must tackle and implemet the 
new strategy. The dawn of a new social order, a more just, 
human and harmonious society is in sight. Together we 
must fight for it. The students boycotting classes cannot 
acvhieve it. We can only act as the initiators and hope the 
way WE have shown will be taken to by the workers.

THE VICTORIES AND ACHIEVEMENTS
From the start of the boycott, students had been pestered 
with negative questioning from many who are not on our 
side in our struggle for a democratic South Africa.

“What have you achieved? Fine, you’ve sacrificed, you’ve 
lost out on education, but did you get anything in return? 
Has the boycott not been a sterile protest? Should you 
rather forget about it all and concentrate on passing your 
exams?” they asked.

From all over South Africa, students responded by stating 
the victories of the boycott.

What has taken other oppressed groups in other countries 
years to achieve, we have achieved in the space of a few 
weeks.

The dawn of a new South Africa, a more just, human and 
harmonious society is in sight. The slumber of  “no politics 
for me” is over. A new determination springs forth from 
the breasts of South Africans.  “We want our inalienable 
human rights. We want justice, equality. We want an end 
to exploitation and oppression. We want freedom!”

The fetters of the old society are breaking. We have a 
vision of a new society. We have indicated a preparedness 
and ability to fight for that new society.

NOW, SUDDENLY, WE ARE MARCHING ON TO 
FREEDOM.

A SHORT AND INCOMPLETE SUMMARY OF THE 
VICTORIES WE HAVE WON WITH THE BOYCOTT 
WOULD READ AS FOLLOWS.

1. the political reawakening of the mass of the 

people

During the 1960s, many workers of this country stood up 
against the oppressive regime. They burnt their passes, 
sang and marched in the streets peacefully. Their peaceful 
initiative was completely crushed by the state machinery 
and a state of emergency was declared.

Mass bannings of individuals, leaders and organisations of 
the people followed. The state stepped in and killed. They 
baton-charged peaceful demonstrators in Langa. A mask 
of fear covered the masses of South Africa. Afterwards, 
only occasionally, heroic mass-resistance incidents 
occurred: the 1973 Durban strikes, the 1976 Soweto 
students demonstrations.

But suddenly in this boycott, the mask of fear is cast aside. 
Students, parents and workers discussed their grievances 
together and united they tried to formulate a common 
plan of action.

This political reawakening is the first step towards the 
creation of a new nation founded on justice and not 
repression. The boycott thus becomes a means towards an 
end. It becomes but part of the struggle for liberation. The 
struggle continues after the boycott has ended. But the 
boycott has created the climate and mood for that wider 
workers struggle to be intensified.

2. the building up of PeoPLeS orGaniSationS

The boycott has seen many structures arising, such as 
the committee of 81, the Durban-based Natal Students 
Education Committee, Student Representative Councils 
at schools, the Teacher Action Committee, the Parent-
Student Committees and many others. Our political 
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demands, our demands for better education, should 
be channelled through these organisations. These 
organisations must be turned into revolutionary organs of 
the people of South Africa.

These organisations must be retained after the boycott has 
been forgotten. Every voteless and rightless person should 
belong and participate actively in these organisations.

3. We have achieved a high degree of political 

awareness and consciousness

•	The	understanding	of	the	exploitative	and	oppressive	
nature of society by many students and their parents 
prepares the ground for action towards constructing a new 
society. People understand what form their oppression 
takes and have rejected reformist organisations like the 
Labour Party, the Cape Teachers Professional Association 
(CTPA), the Urban Foundation and others who misdirect 
the forces and energies of the oppressed.

•	Students	who	have	been	conscientised	now	will	enter	
into the factories and workplace at the end of the year. A 
new layer of militant workers who would want to fight for 
equality, will feed the growing discontent on the factory-
floor.

•	So,	in	terms	of	our	long-term	struggle,	a	struggle	that	
will change the whole social order, we have prepared the 
young men and women who would be committed enough 
to take on that historic task.

4. the whole community has been rallied as a 

unified force
At all parent – student – worker meetings thus far, the 
response has been fantastic. Seldom before has a whole 
community stood up against the state machinery and 
rallied [around] a single issue. A few students engaged in 
political activities can be detained, a few individuals can 
be banned, but the regime can never ban or detain an 
entire community. Therein our real strength lies. Thereon 
we must concentrate. The boycott has almost ceased to 
become a “student issue”. It has become a burning issue 
with many workers.

5. it has shown the possibility and desirability of 

disciplined, planned struggle

The end of unorganised mass protest has arrived. We 
have seen how disciplined and planned action can have 
maximum effect.

We must know exactly what we wish to achieve with the 
boycott, how it should be achieved and why we wish to 
achieve it. 

A central organisation (the committee of 81 in this case) 
co-ordinates the boycott. Mass democracy flourishes, in 
that students at schools, and not any committee, decides 
what they wish to do. The participants in the boycott 
stick to democratically made decisions. When no marches 
were sanctioned, they refrained from marching. This is 
important, for we can and should only engage the enemy 
on our territory. The enemy has guns, we have no guns. 

Therefore we do not make it a violent demonstration at 
this stage. The tables may be turned in the future, but at 
this stage our power is not in guns, but in organising. This 
boycott has seen a mass of students following a national 
strategy rather than an undisciplined gut-level and 
emotional line of action, which would have been counter-
productive at this stage.

6. We have rocked the state

The illegitimate Prime Minister suddenly decided to 
take education into his own hands and in a reformist 
way premises changes. And this in spite of a rightwing 
backlash. So obviously the state has been jolted by the 
widespread community action and the spectre of another 
1976.

The Nazi-type Minister of Kleurling Sake one day 
threatens to close the schools and on the next day 
withdraws it with indecent haste. The Gestapo-like 
Minister of Police threatens to bust up any peaceful 
outdoor gathering and then finds himself unable to do so 
in the face of the probable community reaction in Cape 
Town.

7. the boycott has shown the relation between 

ordinary, everyday grievances to the political and 

economic system of the country

Students see the lack of textbooks and poor library-
facilities as a sign that they are trained to fit into the 
working class in the capitalist system. Their white 
counterparts are trained to become managers and bosses. 
The parents see their low wages and poor housing 
conditions as being tied up with the political and 
economic system. Thus, the real causes of all the small 
hassles and the big problems in our lives are searched for. 
The real causes are not our laziness, not fate or bad luck, 
not our stupidity, but rather an exploitative economic 
system and an oppressive political system.

8. Students had a taste of what education should 

be.

The distortions in our syllabi had been pointed out. We 
have started on what can be called a deindoctrination 
process. We want education for Liberation, education to 
show us that the present society is unjust, and ultimately 
to show us how to transform the present society into a 
better one for all of us.

The two functions of education have been thoroughly 
discussed by students. The one is ideological control by the 
state. The second one is to prepare us for a specific labour 
market.

9. a new generation of students have shown and 

demonstrated the effectives of the boycott as a 

weapon of struggle

The boycott as a means to mobilise a mass of people and 
to engage them actively in a struggle for liberation has 
been proven. Students also learnt the mechanic of the 
boycott: when it should be sustained and eventually called 
off.
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10. during the whole period of the boycott, we’ve 

seen the unwillingness of the state to [listen] to our 

grievances

We have seen how one should use force on them before 
they respond by giving textbooks and so on. 

We have also seen the kragdadige manner in which 
they’ve busted up the meeting of the Committee of 81 and 
the detention of fellow students. The state thus very clearly 
becomes our enemy.

11. a unity of purpose has been achieved

From Mamelodi to Manenberg, from Rylands to 
Riviersonderend, students taught under Coloured Affairs, 
Bantu Affairs and Indian Affairs have come out in the 
boycott. This in spite of decades of deliberate tribalism fed 
into our brains. We realise that our inequalities spring from 
the same real causes and that we are not Bantus, coloureds 
or indians, we are human being.

12. the boycott has set the pace for the future

We will be entering the classrooms in a different frame of 
mind. We would demand proper education, which relates 
to our everyday lives. We have bridged the so-called 
generation gap with the parent-student meetings. Both as 
parents and students, do we suffer under the same harsh 
laws of this country. Together we will fight it.

During the period of the boycott, many students have 
been eating, drinking and sleeping politics. Let that be so 
continually!

13. organisational Skills

A wide layer of students have learnt the basic lessons of 
organising. The organisational skills that we have picked 
up, we must use to organise our communities effectively.

14. a lifelong commitment

Finally, during the period of boycott, many students have 
become radicalised. They have made a personal lifelong 
commitment to the struggle. The way forward has become 
much clearer to them. From now on, they would dedicate 
their life to fight for an equal and non-racial society.

The motto of this boycott could be:

NOT ONLY MUST WE SPEAK OF FREEDOM, BUT WE 
MUST ALSO BE PREPARED TO ACT FOR FREEDOM.

We have achieved much with the boycott. But the struggle 
continues and the hardest battle is the battle to be fought 
in the classrooms, the battle of ideas.

We, as students, pledge ourselves to fight that battle, and, 
to win that battle.

THE ULTIMATUM

Conditions
The ultimatums should not be ignored, met with promises 
nor should the state react with mass detentions and 
banning. This ultimatum is issued both to those who 

illegitimately rule this country, not by consent, but through 
the barrel of the gun, and those who are ruled, our 
parents, brothers and sisters. The state should meet the 
ultimatum, if they do not, we have no choice but to call 
upon our parents to support us in our struggles initially 
for non-racial education and finally for a non-racial, non-
exploitative society.

The ultimatum takes effect from Monday, 19 May 1980 and 
expires Friday 6 June 1980. We are not being unreasonable 
in giving 3 weeks for the ultimatums to be met. Most of 
the provisions had been made officially about four weeks 
ago. Nothing has been done about many of them. Besides, 
what we are demanding are not favours to be given at 
the whims of the rulers - they are our inalienable humans 
rights – they are the things which our parents pay.

They are things which we should have had 300 years ago.

We start off from the premise that all our Educational 
disabilities flows out of our political disabilities and our 
subordinate economic roles. We thus phase our demands 
as being of a short-term nature (to be met immediately), a 
medium-term nature (a firm commitment with full details 
to be given on this) and a long term nature (a definite 
policy-statement should be made on this).

OUR DEMANDS

1. TEXTBOOKS
(a) New textbooks must be supplied immediately. No 
student should be required to share a textbook. Textbooks 
should be replaced every two years. Free textbooks should 
be given not only to schools under CAD, as has been 
happening, but also to our comrades suffering under 
Bantu Affairs and Indian Affairs.

(b) A firm commitment must be given that free prescribed 
textbooks are to be given at colleges and universities, 
while a bursary for stationery and other requirements is to 
be made available.

(c) Our textbooks should be objectively written. All 
propaganda and distortions should be removed. A 
commission of inquiry into education initiated by the 
students will make firm proposals.

2. SCHOOL BUILDINGS
(a) All broken windows are to be fixed immediately, 
including those at primary schools. Broken doors, showers 
not functioning and general repairs must be carried out. 
Central heating by next winter touch us deeply and we 
include this as a demand.

(b) We demand an end to inferior prefab buildings. We see 
no reason why our schools cannot be built properly.

3. DETAINEES:
(a) Immediate and unconditional release of all detained in 
connection with the boycott. By 26 May 1980, they should 
all have been released without any further torture.
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(b) No other student or community member should be 
detained on the issue of the boycott.

(c) All people detained for political reasons should 
be released, as they have a meaningful part to play in 
determining the exact destiny of this nation.

4. BETTER FACILITIES
(a) To develop our academic potential to its fullest, we 
need an adequate supply of lab equipment, woodwork, 
handwork, domestic-science, metal-work and needlework 
equipment – for physical development, we require 
sufficient sport equipment. For intellect development, we 
need an abundant supply of library books.

(b) All schools should have an adequate school hall. 
Students should have the power to use the hall at any 
stage, on reasonable notice.

5. STUDENTS REPRESENTATIVE COUNCILS:
(a) The educational authorities recognise the right of 
students to form independent SRCs outside the control 
of the authorities, at every schools, college and university. 
These SRCs should have the right to receive both 
administrative and financial support [from] their schools 
and from the educational system.

(b) The SRCs should have a definite say in how the schools 
are run. The end of autocratic control by principals has 
come. Students must have a say in everything that affects 
them. School committees should have liaison in the SRCs 
before reaching decisions. These committees of students, 
parents and teachers should from the start commit 
themselves to fighting for non-racialism and all their 
decisions should be governed by this principle.

6. TEACHERS
(a) An equalisation of the salaries of teachers classified 
under various derogatory racial tags should be started 
with immediately. Teachers are to have training in subjects 
they teach. (Some teachers with Std 9 passes are teaching 
at high schools. Others, with Std 10 mathematics, are 
teaching mathematics, to quote but 2 examples.)

(b) Better training facilities should be made available to 
prospective teachers.

7. EXPULSIONS
(a) No teacher or student should be expelled for any 
reason pertaining to the boycott. The educational 
authorities had better tie the hands of those kragdadige 
principals who threaten to expel students. They should 
issue a statement soon to say that no student or teacher 
will be expelled because of the boycott.

(b) No teacher or student should ever be expelled for 
political reasons or political activity. Restrain teachers 
and principals who sell out the struggle of the people by 
belonging to the Labour Party, Freedom Party or any other 
quisling and sell-out body.

8. INTIMIDATION
(a) A threat to the security police: detain any more of 
us then we will have to seriously consider taking some 
drastic steps. No students should mysteriously disappear, 
especially students who have been chosen as reps for their 
schools.

(b) In spite of years of banning and suppression of 
truth, the regime has failed miserably. The boycott is a 
monument to all those who have fought for peace and 
liberty.

9. FORCING OF SUBJECTS
(a) The limited choice we have should be expanded. We 
also wish to be offered a wider variety of subjects and thus 
to have greater choice in what we learn.

10. PERMIT SYSTEM FOR EDUCATIONAL 
INSTITUIONS:
(a) The nine  ‘African’ students refused permission to enter 
U.W.C. should be allowed the right to attend.
(b) By the start of the next academic year, no permits 
should be required for entry into any educational 
institution.

11. PER CAPITA EXPENDITURE
(a) An emergency amount of money must be made 
available immediately to BAD, CAD and IAD schools for 
them to implement the demands mentioned previously.
(b) At the next budget appropriation, there should be 
equality in the per Capita expenditure on all students. 
Note: not only students under CAD, but all students. And 
no weak excuses about not being able to afford it. Cut 
down on Defence expenditure. Stop killing people on the 
boarder. Start feeding people inside the border.
(c) The per capita problem is a problem of separate 
educational institutions.

12. EXAM FEES
(a) No examination fees are to be paid for Junior or Senior 
Certificate, nor for any other standard.

13. THE JUNIOR PRIMARY TEACHERS DIPLOMA:
(a) It should be scrapped as it only requires a Std. 8 
Certificate and thus hardly attracts people who have 
had the opportunity to develop fully intellectually or be 
exposed to modern methods of research and education.

14. JUNIOR CERTIFICATE AND SENIOR CERTIFICATE:
(a) For 1980, we cannot be tested on the whole syllabi as 
we protested against the junk education you’ve given us.
(b) Our commission of inquiry into education will make 
proposals as to whether internal examinations should be 
written or not.

15. ONE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM
(a) We demand a policy statement on the scrapping of 
BAD, CAD and IAD – and wish to be merged into one 
educational authority for all students in South Africa. We 
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reject racism and all its manifestation. We reject the divide-
and –rule tactics of this regime. We demand justice and 
freedom. Whilst our commission of inquiry into education 
will make definite suggestions, we can ask at this stage:

•	Can	we	have	non-racial	education	in	a	racial	society?
•	Can	we	have	non-exploitative	education	in	an	
exploitative society?

NB: 
(a) = short term demands
(b)= requires a firm commitment
(c )=requires a definite policy statement

FINALLY, THE POWER TO FUNDEMENTALLY 
CHANGE SOCIETY LIES WITH US.
LET US UNITE, PARENT STUDENT AND WORKER
LET US USE THAT POWER
LET US MARCH TOGETHER TOWARDS FREEDOM

reForm PuK at the night vigil 

at uJ - 13 november 2015

“Same struggle, different 

generation” - protestors at the 

union Buildings
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Students and workers demonstrate in solidarity with the #Brixton143 at the 

magistrates’ Court in Johannesburg - 9 november 2015
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From the defeat of apartheid to 
#FeesmustFall

T
he ANC-led government was elected into political 
office in 1994. Enshrined in the Reconstruction 
and Development Programme (RDP), one of the 

mandates of the ANC government was to deliver quality 
education to the working class majority. The constitutional 
right to education was granted in 1996 during the 
adoption of the final constitution of the Republic of South 
Africa. Since then the fundamental problem has been 
the fact that the government has been shifting funding 
problems from the state to working class parents who 
are also facing problems of unemployment and poverty. 
At the same time government policy has promoted the 
flourishing of private schools where children of rich 
parents are able to enjoy quality education.

The situation in schools has not improved. The ANC 
government has not met the demands and aspirations of 
the class of 1976. The School Register of Needs Survey, 
which was conducted by the Department of Education 
and Training in 2001 revealed the following problems in 
education.

1. The number of paid educators had decreased to 23 642.
2. Governing body appointments are made through 
additional fundraising initiatives by schools, which means 
the costs are shifted from the state to communities with 
the weight of the burden falling on low or non-income 

earners.
3. Twenty-seven percent of schools had no running water.
4. Forty-three percent of schools had no electricity.
5. Of the 27 000 schools nationally, only 8 000 had flush 
sewers and 12 300 have pit latrines.
6. Eighty percent of the schools do not have libraries.
7. About 10 700 needed additional classrooms.

The government’s adoption of the Growth Economic and 
Redistribution (GEAR) policy in 1996 did not improve the 
situation in education because the policy put an emphasis 
on containing expenditure in education and called for an 
increased private sector involvement in public education. 
Instead of raising adequate revenue by taxing big business 
and increasing expenditure on education in such a way 
that redresses the imbalances in education and deals with 
the problems highlighted in the School Register of Needs 
Survey of 2001, government has tended to implement 
policies that favour big business.

In the mean time, education continues to be in crisis. 
Government argues that primary and secondary education 
is free but the reality is that working class parents, many 
of whom are unemployed, are forced to pay user-fees 
in schools. The same parents are also compelled to buy 
uniform for their children. There is always a shortage of 
teachers, textbooks and equipment in schools. There is 
also prevalence of HIV/AIDS in schools among students 
and sexual harassment of female students continues.

     Part 4:  a new terrain of struggle: education 
struggles post-apartheid

#WitsFeesmustFall Campaign - 

october 2015

#WitsFeesmustFall Campaign - 

october 2015
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Higher education is becoming more and more inaccessible 
to students from working class communities. State funding 
of higher education as a proportion of GDP decreased 
from 0.79% in 1998 to 0.7% in 2004. As a proportion of 
the GDP state spending on higher education did not even 
begin to tackle the problems of access to higher education 
for working class students.

Students have been taking up campaigns for access to 
education from 1994 to 2015, although the struggles in 
this period have not been as generalised as the ones 
in 1976 and the 1980s period. Some of the important 
student organisations have declined dramatically. It is 
extremely difficult to talk of a student movement because 
of the fact that there is no conscious national force that is 
rallying and organising students to struggle for access to 
education. At the same time, there is no student-worker 
alliance as we used to know it in the 1980s.

However, some of the key struggles in the period 1994 to 
2000 include:
1. In February 1994 seven schools in the Springs area 
boycotted classes in protest against the arrests of certain 
COSAS members. The COSAS members had been 
arrested during the struggle for access to education in 
schools in the area.
2. In 1995 a number of tertiary education students 
boycotted classes as part of the struggle against financial 
exclusions.
3. In 1998 the universities of Fort Hare, Western Cape 
and Venda were closed down because of student protests 
against financial exclusions.
4. In the scenes reminiscent of the turbulence of the 1980s, 
all seven schools in Balfour’s Siyathemba township (in 
Mpumalanga province) boycotted classes demanding free 
and compulsory education. In response to protests, police 
used force against the students.
5. In 2000 over 10 000 students marched under COSAS’s 
banner demanding free and compulsory education.

Throughout the 2000s, thousands of students in various 
institutions of higher learning all over the country engaged 
in constant and ongoing struggles against the rising cost 
of tertiary education, the financial exclusion of thousands 
as a result, poor accommodation, lack of access to food, 
racism, authoritarian university administrations, expensive 
and poor transport, and many other issues. These struggles 
in many cases were violently suppressed by the police 
and the university authorities, and many students were 
arrested or expelled from universities.

The institutions most affected by these problems and by 
these struggles were the historical  “bush colleges”. As 
part of government policy these institutions were  ‘merged’ 
with institutions that serviced relatively well-off middle 
class students who were predominantly white. These 
‘mergers’ simply transferred the wealth gap between the 
bush colleges and the white universities from being a 
gap between institutions, to being a wealth gap within 
the same institution. In many of the struggles waged by 
students in this period therefore there was always an 

element of struggle against inequality.

Even with the mergers, however, the government did 
not dare to touch the really wealthy institutions such 
as the University of Cape Town, the University of the 
Witwatersrand, Stellenbosch and so on. Many black 
students from working class families were being admitted 
into these institutions in increasing numbers throughout 
the 2000s and the 2010s. The inequality in wealth between 
these students and their white counterparts were therefore 
stark, and these disparities were therefore reflected in 
students ability to complete their degrees or to pass on a 
consistent basis. Although they were located within rich 
institutions, these students lived a life similar to that of 
students in the bush colleges. 

On the other hand, even those black students that 
came from middle class backgrounds were increasingly 
unable to keep up with rising fees, accommodation and 
a general increase in the cost of living as the economic 
crisis continued to deepen. The global financial crisis of 
2008/9 triggered major pressures among the black middle 
classes. These included high real interest rates, the decline 
of the presence of blacks in the ownership of the economy 
both at the stock market level, and in the real economy. 
In addition to all this, the black middle class’ post-1994 
honeymoon was over – they increasingly came face to face 
with the entrenched power of white monopoly interests 
in the country. As debt levels rose among this section of 
the population, many began to fall back into the working 
class, and most began to lead a precarious existence as 
middle class people, with the threat of dropping off into 
the working class remaining a real one. 

A series of contradictions expressed and concentrated 
these developments over a period of time, but accelerated 
against the background of the global economic crisis and 
its (silent) effects on South Africa:

1. Struggles against fee increases and financial exclusions 
had been ongoing for over a decade in the bush colleges.
2. Post-2010 the economic crisis exerted enormous 
pressure on the middle class, so that for this strata fees 
became a serious issue as well.
3. The state had adopted conservative macro-economic 
policies and was therefore unable to respond to the 
pressure that was building up in the university system for 
20 years or more. 
4. The government of the African National Congress had 
steadily lost legitimacy in the eyes of the mass because of 
large-scale corruption and its failure to  “open the doors of 
learning and culture”.
5. Throughout the post-apartheid period – for reasons 
touched above – a culture of resistance and protest had 
been kept alive among the mass of the people. Unlike 
many post-independence situations, the ruling elite in 
South Africa did not have the authority to call on the 
people “to go beyond protest” and embrace “patriotism”, 
“nation-building”, “rainbow nation”, “social cohesion”, 
social compacts” and so on. All these are variations of 
strategies and ideological constructions that are used by 
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new ruling elites to manage dissent. 
6. The historical signal that these attempts had all failed 
was the massacre of 34 miners by the ANC government 
at Marikana. With Marikana the road is now open from a 
transition to intermittent and low intensity struggles such 
as we have seen in universities from the end of the 1990s 
to the present, to open large-scale mass struggles against 
the state. 

These contradictions therefore produced two related but 
different movements. The first was the #RhodesMustFall 
movement, which began at the University of Cape Town. 
The second is the #FeesMustFall movement, which had 
been building up in the bush colleges for more than 
a decade but caught the public imagination around 
October 2015, when students shut down Wits University 
demanding that fee increases be cancelled. The first 
movement expresses the ideological and political nature 
of the crisis facing the black middle class more clearly. Its 
main focus is on the issue of black advancement within 
the institutions of higher learning. In that movement (its 
Manifesto is included in this edition) the focus is on the 
barriers faced by black students, and also by implication, 
black academics in institutions of higher learning that are 
historically white and represent the wealthy classes in 
society.

The second movement also expressed the challenges of 
the black middle classes, but also intersected with the 
challenges facing the working class’ access to higher 
education. For this reason, because of this intersection of 
the direct interest of the working class, the #FeesMustFall 
movement is the first in what is likely to be a series of 
social and political struggles in the  terrain of education in 
South Africa. Like the struggles of students in the 1980s, 

these struggles will most likely intersect with the broader 
interests of the working class – an intersection that in this 
specific wave of the student struggle was deflected by the 
high-profile presence of Wits University as a key driver of 
this struggle, at least in the press and therefore the public 
imagination.

Forty years on: What are the 
Challenges Facing Students?
While everybody accepts the fact that present day and 
future struggles will not be the same as those of 1976 and 
the 1980s, the forty years of student struggles since 1976, 
and in particular the significant body of experience of 
struggle in the post-apartheid period provides students 
today with an opportunity to learn from struggles waged 
by the classes of 1976, and indeed that of the1980s. 

national student protests at the union 
Buildings - 23 october 2015

#WitsFeesmustFall Campaign - 

october 2015
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a Chronology of Struggle: 1995 to 2015
Compiled by the Khanya Working Class History Programme

Date  Province/City Event(s)

1995 Countrywide Tertiary education students’ struggles were largely about transformation 
and financial exclusions.  

January 1996 Countrywide SASCO launches  “operation access” aimed at increasing admission of 
students at tertiary education institutions.   

1998  Fort Hare, Western 
Cape and Venda

The universities Fort Hare, Western Cape and Venda were forced to close 
for a period because of student protests against financial exclusions. 

20 October 1998 Belville, Western Cape Students and academics support a workers strike over wages.  

8 August 1999 Johannesburg, Gauteng It is reported that one in every three female students experience sexual 
violence at school.

30 January 2002 Pretoria, Gauteng Medunsa students boycotted classes. Subsequently the university was 
closed. 

3 February 2002 Balfour, Mpumalanga In scenes reminiscent of the turbulence of the 1980s, all 7 schools in 
Balfour’s Siyathemba township boycotted classes demanding free and 
compulsory education. The police force used brutal force against students.   

14 February 
2002

Katlehong, Gauteng The school principal’s car is set alight subsequent to the principal’s 
assault of a student. 

2 May 2002 Eastern Cape Over 60 000 students boycott classes in protest against the shortage of 
books and bad learning conditions.  

28 May 2002 Johannesburg, Gauteng About 10 000 COSAS supported students marched in Johannesburg 
demanding free and compulsory education.   

6 April 2002 Gauteng, East Rand and 
Balfour, Mpumalanga

PASO leads a school boycott, which lasted for three months. Among 
other things, students were protesting against school fees. Over 23 000 
students took part in the action which lasted for six weeks. The state 
and the police responded by banning political activities at schools and 
arresting the leaders of the boycott.   

6 April 2002 Gauteng COSAS warned that it would not tolerate boycotts and disruption of 
schools in the East Rand and Balfour. 

2 June 2002 Polokwane, Limpopo Students at the University of the North boycotted classes demanding 
more money to be spent on a party.  

26 June 2002 Vryburg, North West The Pomfrel High School students demanded the replacement of white 
teachers by black teachers.   

18 July 2002 Thembelihle, Gauteng Thembelihle residents and students started a school boycott in protest 
against evictions.   

14 August 2002 Katlehong, Gauteng Teachers end a week-long strike caused by the fact that one of the 
teachers had not been appointed in a permanent position.   

29 September 
2002

Vryburg, North West Former Vryburg High School student, Andrew Babeile, wanted to resume 
his studies after spending 18 months in jail for stabbing a white student.     

14 August 2003 Johannesburg, Gauteng Wits Technikon students protest against the regulation which prohibited 
male students from visiting female residences at night. Over 300 students 
were arrested.  

26 April 2004 Johannesburg, Gauteng Wits University students disrupt classes demanding an increase of 
financial aid to students.   

April 2004 Mabatho, North West Students at the university of the North West boycotted classes 
demanding  an end to financial  exclusions.

February 2005 Gauteng, North-West 
and Limpopo

Students at Garankuwa and Soshanguve campuses protest against 
financial exclusions. Students also wage militant struggles in support of 
a ‘right to learn’ campaign at tertiary institutions in Limpopo and North 
West. Confrontation between the students and police lead to the arrests 
of some students. Students are protesting against higher fees being 
charged by the merged institutions. 
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23 February 
2005

Pretoria, Gauteng Students at the Mamelodi campus of the University of Pretoria protest 
against academic and financial exclusions. Students complain that the 
SRC of the merged institution is not willing to lead the struggle against 
financial exclusion. Police respond by using violence against protesters. 
The Pan African Student Movement of Azania leads the struggle. 

23 February 
2005

Johannesburg, Gauteng Students at the University of Johannesburg protest against the use of 
English and Afrikaans as the only two official languages of the university. 
There is confrontation between students and police.

February 2006 Nationwide Students at various tertiary educational institutions protest against 
academic and financial exclusions.

8 March 2006 Garankuwa, Gauteng Eight students arrested and charged with public violence during protests 
at the Medunsa campus of the University of Limpopo in Garankuwa. 
Police shot students with rubber bullets after protests over conditions in 
the residences and cafeteria.

14 March 2006 Mahikeng, North West 3000 students barricade Mahikeng Campus at the University of the North 
West with burning tyres, tree branches and dustbins. Students were 
protesting against the financial exclusions and the university’s refusal to 
register students who could not afford registration fee.

16 June 2006 Nationwide Students commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the uprisings of 16 
June 2006.

8 August 2006 KwaDlangezwa, 
KwaZulu Natal

Students evicted by authorities from the University of Zululand for 
protesting at conditions at the university. 

23 & 24 July 
2007

Durban, KwaZulu Natal Student protests bring Durban University of Technology to a standstill. 
Students protest against registration fees, residence fees and lack of 
transport for students.

26 July 2007 Bloemfontein, Free 
State

Central University of Technology students marched to the management 
building demanding reversal of fee increases. 35 students arrested and 
charged with contravention of Gatherings Act and public violence.

8 October 2007 Johannesburg, Gauteng Students on the main campus of the University of Johannesburg 
protested against fee increases. Police used rubber bullets and teargas to 
disperse the protest, leading to injuries among students. The university 
was closed for a few days.

18 February 
2008

Tshwane, Gauteng 300 students from the Tshwane University of Technology protest against 
academic exclusions and high fees. 10 students were arrested and classes 
were suspended due to tensions among students. 

4 March 2008 Bloemfontein, Free 
State

Students meet management to demand an end to racism on campus. 

17 March 2008 Durban, KZN 3 University of UKZN students injured by rubber bullets and 18 arrested 
after protests over racism, accomodation and police violence.

27 May 2008 Guguletu, Cape Town Students from high schools in Guguletu march against xenophobia.

2 October 2008 Mahikeng, North West Following three weeks of protest at the Mahikeng campus of the North 
West University students burnt the Senate Hall, the Administration 
block and a student residence. 49 students were arrested and charged 
with public violence. Issues raised by the students included calls for the 
resignation of the Rector because he did not vote for Jacob Zuma in 
Polokwane, and lack of proper management.

8 March 2008 Nationwide More than 1000 students held protests at nine universities against 
expenditure on the World Cup while students were struggling to pay fees.

23 March 2008 Durban, KZN Police fire rubber bullets injuring a student in the eye during a march by 
students from the Durban University of Technology. Students demanded 
transport by the  university, improvement in the quality of campus food,  
and high prices charged in the cafeteria.

February 2009 Limpopo Students at the University of Limpopo protested around issues of 
accomodation, NSFAS support, quality of staff, alleged victimisation of 
students by some staff members and academic expulsion. Damage to 
property was incurred during these protests, with the safety of staff and 
students threatened as well. Some SRC members and students were 
arrested and faced disciplinary action and criminal charges.



KHANYA: A journal for activists No.35 June 2016

—
 4

2
 —

September 2009 Johannesburg and 
Pretoria, Gauteng

Students at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, and at 
the University of Pretoria in Pretoria staged a series of demonstrations. 
Wits students were protesting plans for fee increments. UP students 
called for political party representation in the SRC. Both protests were 
peaceful.

February 2010 Durban, KwaZulu Natal Students at Mangosuthu University of Technology protested, demanding 
good accomodation, lower tuition fees, and more buses to transport 
students from residences to campus. 

Pretoria, Gauteng At Tshwane University of Technology students protested against slow 
registration and ‘filthy’ residences. 

March 2010 Johannesburg, Gauteng Students at the University of Johannesburg’s Bunting Road campus 
protested demanding free education. The protest was instigated by 
SASCO members.

October 2010 Stellenbosch, Western 
Cape

Stellenbosch University students held a peaceful protest at the Tygerbrg 
Campus demanding affordable tuition fees and accomodation fees, 
after learning that in 2011 tuition fees were set to increase by 11%, and 
residential fees by 14%.

February 2011 Durban, KwaZulu Natal Students at the University of KwaZulu Natal and Durban University of 
Technology protested over fees and academic exclusions. 

May 2011 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

Students at Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) protested, 
demanding Vice-Chancellor Mazwi Tanga’s resignation, claiming there 
had been no improvement at the institution since she took office in 2009. 
Students were protesting against a 15% increase in residence fees, and 
also demanded more and better computers, and an extension to library 
opening hours.

January 2012 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

CPUT students affiliated to SASCO gathered at the campus to protest 
against the R5000 registration fee, and a R5000 residence fee. 

August 2013 Butterworth, Eastern 
Cape

Walter Sisulu University of Technology students protested over the 
closure of the campus, which the University had announced as due to 
five weeks of labour stikes. Rubber bullets were fired by police to disperse 
protesting students. 

September 2014 Pretoria, Gauteng Students at Tshwane University of Technology protested violently over 
NSFAS funding deficits. Students wanted the university to ensure 
funding in student loans was secured and used to assist a group of 
2500 unfunded students for the remainder of 2014.  Consequently, TUT 
campuses were shut down. 

January 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng At the University of the Witwatersrand, a group of students protested 
over problems with funding and registration. They claimed that NSFAS 
has promised money for the 2015 academic year, but were now being 
forced to pay outstanding amounts from 2014.

February 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng The SRC and other students at the University of Witwatersrand launched 
the 1Million 1Month campaign to raise funds for students on NSFAS, 
who were unable to afford registration fees.

12 February 
2015

Pretoria, Gauteng NSFAS announced that it no longer had money to cover academically 
deserving students, reducing money allocated to Tshwane University of 
Technology from R633 million to R463 million, resulting in about 20 000 
students being financially excluded. Students protested this, demanding 
that students who had been funded by NSFAS be allowed to register, 
meal allowances be increased and that the University do away with 
financial exclusions and make education affordable.

9 March 2015 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

Chumani Maxwele, a student at the University of Cape Town through 
human faeces on the Cecil John Rhodes statue on the UCT main campus. 
This sparked the creation of the Rhodes Must Fall movement, which 
protested for the removal of the statue as a symbol of institutionalised 
racism, and more broadly against the lack of transformation. They 
demanded the decolonisation of education, the fall of white supremacy 
and that the institution employ more black academics. 

April 2015 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

Student protests at the University of Cape Town continued for the 
removal of the Cecil John Rhodes statue and decolonisation at the 
university, sparking debate on race relations, access and funding. The 
statue was removed on 9 April. 
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8 May 2015 Pretoria, Gauteng University of South Africa students protested at the main campus, 
demanding that their grievances be heard by the institution. These 
demands included an end to the outsourcing of workers at UNISA, and 
lack of access to resources.

May 2015 Stellenbosch, Western 
Cape

A student movement at Stellenbosch University, Open Stellenbosch, 
marched to the university’s administration building demanding the 
Vice Rector apologise for controversial comments on the university’s 
language policy. They delivered a memorandum calling on the university 
to transform its language policy and promote inclusivity, demanding the 
medium of instruction be English and not Afrikaans.

Richards Bay, KwaZulu 
Natal

Technical Vocational Education and Training College students protested 
demanding financial assistance. Campus property was damaged, some 
also set alight. 121 students were arrested by police.

27 May 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng Workers and students at the University of the Witwatersrand occupied 
the Vice Chancellor, Adam Habib’s office, demanding accountability by 
university management, and the reinstatement of unfairly dismissed MJL 
workers. 

July 2015 Stellenbosch, Western 
Cape

Violence breaks out between black and white students at Stellenbosch 
University. Protests continue against the university’s language policy. 
Students demanded that the university acknowledge its role in preserving 
apartheid in the institution, and an end to white hegemony.

23 July 2015 Durban, KwaZulu Natal Angry students at the Durban University of Technology shut down 
lectures for the day, marching through the campus.

25 July 2015 Alice, Eastern Cape On the 25th of July, Fort Hare University management announced that 
more 1 000 students would be excluded from writing exams due to 
outstanding fees. Students protested, demanding that this decision be 
reversed, that all registered students be allowed to write exams without 
disruptions and that the proposed 10% fee increment and R5000 upfront 
payment fee be reversed.  On the 31st of July, classes were suspended and 
students were ordered to leave the Alice campus.

14 August 2015 Durban, KwaZulu Natal Students at the University of KwaZulu Natal protested after the 
University announced that NSFAS funding would only be granted to 
students that passed with 70%, contrary to the previous passing mark of 
50%. Students demanded the qualifying pass mark for NSFAS funding 
remain 50%.

22 August 2015 Stellenbosch, Western 
Cape

Luister, a documentary on the struggles on black students at Stellenbosch 
University, was released. 

25 August 2015 Grahamstown, Eastern 
Cape

The Black Student Movement at Rhodes University staged a sit-in at the 
univerisity management’s offices protesting against financial exclusions, 
demanding lower registration, tuition and residence fees, as well as 
greater access to resources, food and accomodation for students who 
couldn’t afford to go home during the school break. 

31 August 2015 Durban, KwaZulu Natal UNISA students gathered in a demonstration to protest changes to the 
examination venues, as well as the application and registration process 
for the 2016 academic year in KwaZulu Natal, Cape Town and East 
London.

1 September 
2015

Cape Town, Western 
Cape

A protest against the language policy at the University of Stellenbosch’s 
Elensburg Agricultural College takes a violent turn as protesting and 
non-protesting students clash. 

14 September 
2015

Vanderbijlpark, Gauteng Students at the Vaal University of Technology protested, demanding that 
the university improve security, following the deaths of two students at 
the residence earlier in the month. 

13 – 16 
September 2015

Durban, 
Pietermaritzburg, 
KwaZulu Natal

Students at the University of KwaZulu Natal, Westville campus protested 
on the 13th of September against financial exclusions. Further protests 
broke out at the Pietermaritzburg campus on the 15th of September. 

6 October 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng Students and workers at the University of the Witwatersrand embarked 
on a planned protest against the unfair treatment of workers by 
outsourcing companies and University management, in which a charter 
was handed over to university management.

14 October 2015 Pretoria, Gauteng Tshwane University of Technology protesting students began a shutdown 
of the campus, against the fee increment and poor service delivery.
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Johannesburg, Gauteng The SRC at Wits University planned a protest against the planned 2016 
10.5% fee increment. This protest snowballed into a complete campus 
shutdown, with all lectures and other activities being suspended. 

15 October 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng Wits University shut down continued under the banner of #FeesMustFall 
and #EndOutsourcing.

16 October 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng Wits students had a mass meeting with Wits vice-chancellor, Adam 
Habib, staging a sit-in and barricading themselves in Solomon House. 
The sit-in continued through the night, until private security forced their 
way in and dispersed students, using teargas.

19 October 2015 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

Students under the banner #RhodesMustFall and #EndOutsourcing 
at the University of Cape Town began a shut down of the campus, 
occupying the university’s administration building. Late that night, riot 
police were called to forcibly evict the protestors, and 25 students were 
then arrested. 

Grahamstown, Eastern 
Cape

Rhodes University students, joined by parents protested against the 
tuition fee increment, and the high registration fee requirement. Students 
barricaded entrances with burning tyres. 

Johannesburg, Gauteng Student body protests continued to shut down campuses of Wits 
University.

20 October 2015 Port Elizabeth, Eastern 
Cape

Students at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University disrupted the 
annual achievers awards in protest. Students at NMMU had already 
agreed to a 6% fee increment, and so protested in support and solidarity 
with other protesting universities.

Cape Town, Western 
Cape

Protesting students shut down the Cape Peninsula University of 
Technology. 

Alice, Eastern Cape Protesting students at Fort Hare University shut down campus, refusing 
to disperse or write exams until university manangement deals with their 
grievances over fee increases and corruption. 

21 October 2015 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

A group of student protestors stormed parliament as a group of 
government officials, including Minister of Higher Education, Blade 
Nzimande met inside. All officials were evacuated off the premises. 

Stellenbosch, Western 
Cape

Mass protests and demonstrations against fee increments were held at 
Stellenbosch University. 

Soshanguve, Gauteng Protesting students at the Tshwane University of Technology, Soshanguve 
campus barricaded campus entrances, shutting down all university 
activity.

Pretoria, Gauteng Students from the University of Pretoria protested against the fee 
increment, calling for free quality education. 

Port Elizabeth, Eastern 
Cape

Protest action shuts down all activity at the Nelson Mandela 
Metropolitan University. Police clash with protestors, using teargas and 
rubber bullets to disperse the crowd of students. 

Mahikeng, North West 
Province

Protesting students at North West University were locked out of campus.

22 October 2015 Johannesburg, Gauteng Protestors marched to Luthuli House, and handed a memorandum 
over to ANC General Secretary, Gwede Mantashe, demanding a no fee 
increment for 2016, free quality education and an end to outsourcing of 
staff at all universities. A small group of protestors who remained behind 
to occupy Luthuli House after the demonstration ended, were violently 
dispersed by police, who used pepper spray and teargas. 

Mahikeng, North West 
Province

43 students were arrested after violent protests on campus. 

23 October 2015 Pretoria, Gauteng Protestors converged at a mass demonstration at the Union Buildings. A 
small minority of protestors began setting mobile toilets alight. The crowd 
was then dispersed by police using rubber bullets and teargas. A 0% 
fee increment for tertiary institutions was announced on live broadcast 
stations nationally. Protests intensified into the night, with 2 police vans 
being set alight. 

Pietermaritzburg, 
Eastern Cape

Students at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University continue to 
shut down campus, will all classes being cancelled. 
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London, United 
Kingdom

Hundreds of South Africans gathered at the South African High 
Commission at Trafalgar Square in support of #FeesMustFall. 

28 October 2015 Mahikeng, North West 
Province

Students at North West University were evicted from residences. 

Johannesburg, Gauteng A small group of students and workers at Wits University continued to 
protest for free education and an end to outsourcing, shutting down 
entrances at its main campus, despite an announcement made by Wits 
management that classes would commence, and a call made by the Wits 
SRC for students to return to class. Several fires were lit, late into night at 
the Wits main campus, with 2 cars and a bookshop found on fire.

2 November 
2015

Johannesburg, Guateng Students under the #FeesMustFall and #EndOutsourcing banner at the 
University of Johannesburg began an occupation at the university.  

5 November 
2015

Johannesburg, Gauteng Protesting students at the University of Johannesburg are violently 
dispersed by private security.

6 November 
2015

Johannesburg, Gauteng The #FeesMustFall protest occupation at the University of Johannesburg 
ended after 141 students and workers from Wits and UJ were arrested.

8 November 
2015

Johannesburg, Gauteng UJ protestors held a night vigil to show solidarity with the struggle to end 
outsourcing. Police disrupted and dispersed the night vigil.

13 November 
2015

Johannesburg, Gauteng #FeesMustFall and #EndOutsourcing protestors from UJ, Wits, TUT and 
other universities held a peaceful night vigil. Police dispersed the vigil 
using rubber bullets. 

Cape Town, Western 
Cape

#FeesMustFall and #EndOutsourcing protestors from various Cape Town 
institutions held a night vigil at the University of the Western Cape 
against police brutality. Police dispersed the vigil using rubber bullets.

November 2015 Cape Town, Western 
Cape

Student protests in CPUT and UWC continued through October and 
November, resulting in the university management closing down 
campus, sending students home, and postponing exams until January 
2016. 

a Worker-student meeting at Wits university, 

november 2015
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uCt rHodeS muSt 

FaLL miSSion 

Statement

W
e are an independent collective of students, 
workers and staff who have come together to 
end institutionalised racism and patriarchy at 

UCT. This movement was sparked by Chumani Maxwele’s 
radical protest against the statue of Cecil John Rhodes on 
Monday 9 March 2015. This has brought to the surface 
the existing and justified rage of black students in the 
oppressive space cultivated and maintained by UCT, 
despite its rhetoric of ‘transformation’. We want to be clear 
that this movement is not just concerned with the removal 
of a statue. The statue has great symbolic power; it glorifies 
a mass-murderer who exploited black labour and stole 
land from indigenous people. Its presence erases black 
history and is an act of violence against black students, 
workers and staff – by  “black”  we refer to all people of 
colour. The statue was therefore the natural starting point 
of this movement. Its removal will not mark the end but 
the beginning of the long overdue process of decolonising 
this university. In our belief, the experiences seeking to 
be addressed by this movement are not unique to an 
elite institution such as UCT, but rather reflect broader 
dynamics of a racist and patriarchal society that has 
remained unchanged since the end of formal apartheid.

This movement is not just about the removal of a statue. 
The statue has great symbolic power - it is a glorifying 
monument to a man who was undeniably a racist, 
imperialist, colonialist, and misogynist. It stands at the 
centre of what supposedly is the ‘greatest university in 
Africa’. This presence, which represents South Africa’s 
history of dispossession and exploitation of black people, 
is an act of violence against black students, workers and 
staff. The statue is therefore the perfect embodiment of 
black alienation and disempowerment at the hands of 
UCT’s institutional culture, and was the natural starting 
point of this movement. The removal of the statue will not 
be the end of this movement, but rather the beginning of 
the decolonisation of the university.

CenterinG BLaCK Pain
At the root of this struggle is the dehumanisation of black 
people at UCT. This dehumanisation is a violence exacted 
only against black people by a system that privileges 
whiteness. Our definition of black includes all racially 
oppressed people of colour. We adopt this political identity 
not to disregard the huge differences that exist between 
us, but precisely to interrogate them, identify their roots in 
the divide-and-conquer tactics of white supremacy, and 
act in unity to bring about our collective liberation. It is 
therefore crucial that this movement flows from the black 
voices and black pain that have been continuously ignored 
and silenced.

With regard to white involvement, we refer to Biko:

“What I have tried to show is that in South Africa, political 
power has always rested with white society. Not only have 
the whites been guilty of being on the offensive but, by 
some skillful manoeuvres, they have managed to control 
the responses of the blacks to the provocation. Not only 
have they kicked the black but they have also told him 
how to react to the kick. For a long time the black has 
been listening with patience to the advice he has been 
receiving on how best to respond to the kick. With painful 
slowness he is now beginning to show signs that it is his 
right and duty to respond to the kick in the way he sees 
fit.”

“The (white) liberal must understand that the days of the 
Noble Savage are gone; that the blacks do not need a go-
between in this struggle for their own emancipation. No 
true liberal should feel any resentment at the growth of 
black consciousness. Rather, all true liberals should realise 
that the place for their fight for justice is within their white 
society. The liberals must realise that they themselves are 
oppressed if they are true liberals and therefore they must 
fight for their own freedom and not that of the nebulous 
“they” with whom they can hardly claim identification.”

We support the White Privilege Project and encourage 
white students to engage with that. They can contribute 
through conscientising their own community on campus. 
We also welcome their participation in radical action as a 
sign of solidarity, so long as that participation takes place 
on our terms.

an interSeCtionaL aPProaCH
We want to state that while this movement emerged as a 
response to racism at UCT, we recognise that experiences 
of oppression on this campus are intersectional and we 
aim to adopt an approach that is cognisant of this going 
forward. An intersectional approach to our blackness takes 
into account that we are not only defined by our blackness, 
but that some of us are also defined by our gender, our 
sexuality, our able-bodiedness, our mental health, and our 
class, among other things. We all have certain oppressions 
and certain privileges and this must inform our organising 
so that we do not silence groups among us, and so that 
no one should have to choose between their struggles. 
Our movement endeavours to make this a reality in our 
struggle for decolonisation.

on ‘reverSe raCiSm’
In line with our positions, we reject the policing of the 
responses of black students to their violent experiences. 
We want to add that we feel that the Constitution’s 
conception of racism is fundamentally racist because it 
presupposes that racism is a universal experience, thus 
normalising the suffering of those who actually experience 
racism.

“A derivation from the word  ‘race’  is  ‘racism’. The mere 
definition of the word race does not amount to racism. 
Racism is a set of attitudes and social mores which devalue 
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one race in order to empower another, as well as the 
material power to deploy those values in the devaluation 
or destruction of the lives of the devalued race. Therefore 
those at the receiving end of racism cannot be racists. They 
may develop counter values which despise racists, but 
precisely because of racism, they lack the material power 
to implement those values” - Yvette Abrahams, UWC 
Women and Gender Studies Department.

The Constitution’s conception of racism has systematically 
been used to deter irrepressible urges by black South 
Africans to challenge racism and violence. An example of 
this was the Human Rights Commission ruling against the 
Forum for Black Journalists, when white journalists were 
banned from the organisation in February 2008 and this 
was declared unconstitutional and racist. An examination 
of South Africa’s political history reveals the necessity for 
black people to organise to the exclusion of white people 
in the fight against racism.

It is laughable that UCT has a building named after Biko, 
when Biko himself said “Those who know, define racism as 
discrimination by a group against another for the purposes 
of subjugation or maintaining subjugation. In other words 
one cannot be racist unless he has the power to subjugate. 
What blacks are doing is merely to respond to a situation 
in which they find themselves the objects of white racism. 
We are in the position in which we are because of our skin. 
We are collectively segregated against - what can be more 
logical than for us to respond as a group?”

Student LeaderSHiP
We have noted that the UCT SRC has supported 
this movement, and we welcome their solidarity and 
appreciate the strong stance they have taken. However, 
we are wary of the contradictions inherent in the SRC 
taking up such a cause. Given that they are a structure 
specifically designed to work with management, having 
them lead puts this movement in a compromised position 
in which we would have to negotiate with management 
on their terms. To be clear, we see SRC involvement and 
support as crucial in this movement, but believe leadership 
and direction must come from students themselves. Any 
attempt by the SRC to co-opt the movement will thus be 
rejected.

enGaGement WitH manaGement
We find the way in which UCT management has  ‘engaged’ 
with this movement to be disingenuous. At no point have 
we been engaged directly by management. Management 
has responded to various media houses and has made 
attempts to isolate individuals from within the movement 
to divide us. Black outsourced workers are used to dealing 
with protests, despite their own exploitation at the hands 
of the same institution, whilst management keeps itself 
unseen. Their releasing of statements reflects the way in 
which the university prioritises pacifying public opinion 
and defending its public image over the interests of its 
own black students.

Our expectation is that management makes a genuine 
attempt at meeting with us, on our terms, which involves 
the removal of investigations that frame us as criminals. 
Meaningful engagement cannot happen if one party is 
under duress. 

We also find it infuriating that management is attempting 
to open up a process of debate through their  ‘Have Your 
Say’ campaign. Alumni have been emailed and asked for 
input, and notice boards have been put up near the statue 
to allow for comment from the broader student body. 
This is not meaningful engagement of black students by 
management, and in fact shows a complete disregard for 
the black experience. Management is making clear that 
they are not interested in alleviating black pain unless the 
move to do so is validated by white voices. It is absurd that 
white people should have any say in whether the statue 
should stay or not, because they can never truly empathise 
with the profound violence exerted on the psyche of black 
students. Our pain and anger is at the centre of why the 
statue is being questioned, so this pain and anger must be 
responded to in a way that only we can define. It must be 
highlighted that the push for dialogue around the statue 
reflects the disturbing normalisation of colonisation and 
white supremacy at UCT. That the presence of Rhodes 
is seen as debatable shows that management does not 
take seriously the terrible violence against black people 
historically and presently. Finally, it is revealing that 
while black protestors are threatened with and are facing 
investigations, the racist backlash from white students has 
not been dealt with by the university.

our demandS
Our immediate demands are that we receive a date for 
the removal of the statue from campus grounds, and 
that the university investigation of student protestors be 
withdrawn. We find it unacceptable that management has 
presented a date on which council will discuss the statue; 
we reject the notion that the university has any decision to 
make here. Our position is clear and will not be hampered 
by bureaucratic processes which management hides 
behind. Our pain should be the only factor taken into 
consideration, and therefore the statue’s removal from 
UCT must be a non-negotiable, inevitable outcome.

our LonG-term GoaLS inCLude:

•	Remove	all	statues	and	plaques	on	campus	celebrating	
white supremacists.
•	Rename	buildings	and	roads	from	names	
commemorating only white people, to names of either 
black historical figures, or to names that contribute to this 
university taking seriously its African positionality.
•	Replace	artworks	that	exoticise	the	black	experience	(by	
white, predominantly male artists) which are presented 
without context, with artworks produced by young, black 
artists.
•	Recognise	that	the	history	of	those	who	built	our	
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university - enslaved and working class black people - 
has been erased through institutional culture. Pay more 
attention to historical sites of violence, such as the slave 
graves beneath the buildings in which we learn.
•	Implement	a	curriculum	which	critically	centres	Africa	
and the subaltern. By this we mean treating African 
discourses as the point of departure - through addressing 
not only content, but languages and methodologies of 
education and learning - and only examining western 
traditions in so far as they are relevant to our own 
experience.
•	Provide	financial	and	research	support	to	black	
academics and staff.
•	Radically	change	the	representation	of	black	lecturers	
across faculties.
•	Revise	the	limitations	on	access	to	senior	positions	for	
black academics. This includes interrogating the notion 
of  “academic excellence” which is used to limit black 
academics and students’ progression within the university.
•	Increase	the	representation	of	black	academics	on	the	
currently predominantly white, male decision making  
bodies which perpetuate institutional racism.
•	Re-evaluate	the	standards	by	which	research	areas	
are decided - from areas that are lucrative and centre 
whiteness, to areas that are relevant to the lives of black 
people locally and on the continent.
•	Introduce	a	curriculum	and	research	scholarship	linked	
to social justice and the experiences of black people.
•	Adopt	an	admissions	policy	that	explicitly	uses	race	as	a	
proxy for disadvantage, prioritising black applicants.
•	Remove	the	NBT	as	a	requirement	for	admission	
because it systematically disadvantages all students except 
those who attend Model C schools and private schools.
•	Improve	academic	support	programmes.
•	Meaningfully	interrogate	why	black	students	most	often	

feel the brunt of academic exclusion.
•	Develop	an	improved	financial	aid	system.
•	Radically	reduce	the	currently	extortionate	fees.
•	Improve	facilities	which	deal	with	sexual	assault,	as	
well as facilities which help black students deal with the 
psychological trauma as a result of racism.
•	Implement	R10	000	pm	minimum	basic	for	UCT	workers	
as a step towards a living wage, in the spirit of Marikana.
•	Get	rid	of	the	Supplemented	Living	Level,	which	
prescribes a poverty wage.
•	Stop	using	the	Consumer	Price	Index	which	ensures	that	
wages never really increase, leaving workers in poverty.
•	End	outsourcing.	The	companies	must	go,	the	workers	
must stay.
•	There	should	be	no	capitalist	companies	making	profits	
at this public sector institution. Workers must know that 
their job is safe, have decent working conditions and 
ensures comfortable lives.
•	Education	for	workers	and	their	families	must	be	free.
•	Stop	the	victimisation	and	intimidation	of	workers.	No	
worker must be penalised in any way for supporting and 
joining protest action, including strike action, at UCT.
•	Workers	must	be	able,	without	penalty	of	any	kind,	to	
refuse work that is a danger or hazard to their health and 
safety.
•	Provide	workers	with	access	to	services	dealing	with	
labour, family, housing issues.
•	Provide	workers	with	avenues	through	which	to	report	
and address experiences of racism, sexism and other forms 
of abuse. These avenues must assist in enforcing legal 
action against the perpetrator.

In solidarity,
The Rhodes Must Fall Movement

Fires were set alight during the 

demonstration at the union Buildings -

23 october 2015
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         Part 5: Students in the trenches of 
struggle – the long view

Who Got organised, and What did they Stand For: Student organisations 
1924 – 1995

Name of Organisation Date 
Formed

What did they stand for

National Unions of 
South African Students 
(NUSAS)

1924 Liberal student organisation opposed to the segregation and apartheid policies 
of successive white governments. Membership drawn mainly from white English 
speaking universities. 1968/9 black students split under leadership of Steve Biko. 
NUSAS is radicalised by the split, the birth of the black trade union movement, 
and by the revival of Congress politics in the country. It joins the United 
Democratic Front in 1983. Dissolved in 1991.

African National 
Congress (ANC) Youth 
League

1943-4 Formed out of a number of initiatives to organise students, like the Transvaal 
African Student Association. Mainly organised among students in universities 
like Fort Hare, Wits and Cape Town, and teachers and other young African 
intellectuals. Promoted a militant African nationalism, which led to the 1949 
Programme of Action. Promoted mass struggle as a strategy of resistance. Played 
an important role in the Defiance Campaign of the ANC in 1952.

Society of Young Africa 
(SOYA)

1951 Mainly university students allied to the All Africa Convention. While also raising 
conciousness about the national oppression, SOYA argued that class exploitation 
was the more fundamental problem. Adopted the 10 point Programe of the Non-
European Unity Movement and non-collaboration with apartheid institutions as 
its policy.

African Students 
Association (ASA)

1961 ANC aligned student organisation. Attempted to keep organisation alive after 
the Sharpeville massacre and the banning of the liberation movements. Mainly 
university based.

African Students 
Union of South Africa 
(USUSA)

PAC aligned student organisation. Attempts to keep organisations alive after 
Sharpeville. University based.

University Christian 
Movement (UCM)

1967 Emerged as part of a broader international reawakening of student activism at 
the end of the 1960s. Launched discussion groups on campuses focusing on 
political and social issues. Majority made up of black students. Used literacy 
teaching as a way of raising conciousness. Disbanded in 1972 and transferred 
most of its assets to SASO.

South African Students 
Organisation (SASO)

1969 Probably the most important organisation in the history of the student 
movement in SA. Formed by Steve Biko and others after a split from the mainly 
white NUSAS, SASO adopted a policy of Black Consciousness and militant 
politics in its opposition to the apartheid state. Emphasised psychological 
liberation of black people as the first step towards total liberation. Opposed any 
collaboration with institutions of the apartheid state, especially the homelands. 
Organised mainly on black campuses. Banned in 1977.

South African Students 
Movement (SASM)

1972 Formed out of a number of groups operating in black high schools, like the 
Soweto based African Students Movement. Used various methods to organise, 
like debating societies, cultural activities and concerts. Linked to SASO, which 
provided political education and training in organising strategies. SASM was 
instrumental in the organising of the June 16 uprising in 1976.  Banned in 1977.

Congress of South 
African Students 
(COSAS)

1979 COSAS was formed as a national organisation of high school students. Its main 
aim was to struggle for free and compulsory education based on non-racial 
principles. Linked up with workers struggles and struggles in townships. Banned 
in 1985. Unbanned in 1990 and continues to operate.
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Azanian Students 
Organisation (AZASO)

1979 Was formed as an organisation of university students, and initially aligned to 
the Black Consciousness tradition. Split in 1980 and from then on part of the 
Congress tradition. Joined the United Democratic Front in 1983, and worked 
closely with COSAS and NUSAS.

Committee of 81 1980 Made up of representatives from high schools in the Western Cape. Formed 
mainly to coordinate the schools boycott of that year. In many of its statements it 
advanced an anti-capitalist position.

Azanian Students 
Movement (AZASM)

1983 Formed under the inspiration of the Youth Wing of the Azanian People’s 
Organisation (AZAPO), the main organisation of the Black Consciousness 
movements following of the banning of BC organisations in 1977. Its main aim 
to work towards a ‘socialist Azania’. Initially it organised both tertiary and high 
school students, but later focused on high schools.

Students of Young 
Azania (SOYA)

1983 Emerged out of a split in AZASO over the latter’s decision to join the UDF in 
1983. Mainly active in the Western Cape. Believed that the struggle in South 
Africa was against racial-capitalism.

Western Cape Students 
Congress (WESCO)

1986 Formed to coordinate SRCs from schools in the Western Cape. Part of the 
Congress tradition in the liberation movement.

South African National 
Students Congress 
(SANSCO)

1986 AZASO changes its name to SANSCO.

Pan African Students 
Organisation (PASO)

1989 Organises students in tertiary institutions and in high schools. Allied to the pan-
Africanist tradition in South African liberation politics.

Azanian Students 
Convention (AZASCO)

1991 Part of the Black Conciousness tradition. Came out of AZASM, and focused on 
organising tertiary students. AZASM henceforth focuses on high school students.

South African Students 
Congress (SASCO)

1991 Formed from the merger of NUSAS and SANSCO. Continued policy of affiliation 
to the Congress Alliance.

Students League 1995 Based at the University of the Western Cape. Advanced a socialist ideology, and 
its main activities focused on taking up students issues on the campus. 

PROGRESSIVE YOUTH 
ALLIANCE (PYA)

1994 The Progressive Youth Alliance is made up of SASCO, Muslim Students in South 
Africa (MSA), Young Communist League and the ANC Youth League.

Democratic Alliance 
Youth

2008 The DA Students Organisation (DASO) is the student chapter of the DA Youth. 
You will find them active on campuses across South Africa, where they draw on 
the DA’s principles of good governance to bust corruption, run SRCs effectively 
and champion the rights of students. As well as dealing with campus specific 
issues, DASO promotes the DA’s vision of the Open Opportunity Society for all 
and gives students a chance to play a role in the preservation of liberal democracy 
in South Africa.

BLACK Student 
Movement – Rhodes 
University

The Black Student Movement is a group of students concerned about the 
institutional culture of Rhodes University. This institution is exclusionary to the 
disadvantaged and marginalised students who are just as much a part of the 
university but do not receive any support. The Black Student Movement was 
formed to take the responsibility of eradicating this structural, class-based, and 
intellectual oppression.

PASMA 19 June 
1997

PASMA is guided by the philosophy of Pan Africanism, which is total liberation 
and unification of the people of Africa and abroad under scientific socialism. This 
Pan Africanism is guided and rooted in the philosophy of Marxism –Leninism 
(dialectical materialism, scientific socialism and proletarian internationalism) 
which is total liberation of all humanity through the working class revolution and 
establishment and construction of classless society. 

RHODES MUST FALL March 
2015

A student, staff and worker movement mobilising against institutional white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy for the complete decolonization of UCT.

FEES MUST FALL October 
2015

Fees Must Fall is a student led movement struggling for the end of outsourcing, 
free quality education, intersectionality and more broadly, the decolonisation of 
all tertiary institutions. 

EFF STUDENT 
COMMAND (EFF-SC)

16 June 
2015

The EFFSC's basic programme is the complete overthrow of a neoliberal anti-
black system and the realisation of students' power. 
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#FeesmustFall mass student demonstration 

at the union Buildings - 23 october 2015



KHANYA: A journal for activists No.35 June 2016

—
 5

2
 —

Police hippos patrolled around the union Buildings Park, 

targeting protestors - 23 october 2015

the aftermath of the 
mass #FeesmustFall 
demonstrations at 

the union Buildings 

in retaliation against the police brutality at the union 
Buildings, protestors targeted police cars 


