
THE SOWETO 
TTPPTSTNG AND 7™ nttfWsWl" ™ .̂TRKRAlORY IDSAS. 

June 16, 1976 is a red letter dâ J in the history of the 
black Ban's atruggle for liberation in jouth Africa; we do well 

to commemorate its anniversary. We do so not only to honour the 

young black heroes who sacrificed their education and their lives 

for the cause of freedom, not only to remind ourselves that 

freedom coses with self-sacrifice, that "the path of glory leads 

but to the grave", but also to learn from the traumatic events 

of June '76 and thereafter those lessons which will make our own 

sacrifice even more worthwhile and fruitful. 

There are many lessons to be learnt from the Soweto upri­

sing but, in view of the short tine flt my disposal, X would like 

to isolate just one, namely, the ideological development which 

results fron the struggle between the ideas of the ruling class 

and those of the oppressed. Lenin once wrote that development 

is the struggle of oppoeites and on the level of ideas the ex­

perience of Soweto bears him out in a small way* 

Let me hasten to say there are two levels of ideational con­

flict or contradiction in the liberation struggle* There is the 

conflict between the ideas of the ruling class and the ideas of 

the oppressed. This conflict is basic. It arises from the obje­

ctive reality of oppression and exploitation. The ideas of the 

ruling class cannot be reconciled with the ideas of the oppres­

sed. Their conflict is absolute and cannot- be resolved in a pea­

ceful way. It is a life and death struggle for supremacy. Like 

the gladiators of Ancient Rome the contestants enter the arena 

to fight until one of thea dies, and the victor leaps in triumph. 

In the social struggle the leap may be backward or forward depen 

ding on who wins. If the progressive forces triumph they bring 

about a qualitative change in society signifying development. 

There is another kind of contradiction which ia internal, 

affecting as it does the forces which are on the same side of the 

barricades. This kind of contradiction usually results from con* 

fused thinking which gives birth to false ideas. The seeds of . 

confusion may well be sown deliberately among the oppressed by 

the ruling class in order to spread distrust and create in-figh­

ting, such ideas even though they may be expressed by a balck 

man rightly belong to the enemy camp and must be ruthlessly up­

rooted and cast out no matter how well-intentioned they may be. 

If the black man who articulates these enemy ideas is also an 
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eneay agent or an incorrigible se l l -out than ha too must be 
thrown out together with h i s ideas . Let as leave the inter* 
nal aspect of the conf l ict of idsas at t h i s point; I sha l l 
turn to i t l a t e r . 

To go book to the lessons whioh the Soweto uprising tea-
Si*^**** 

ohaa us about the mutually irreconcilable confl ict^the Ideas 
of the ruling elaaa ( the ir ideas) and the ideaa of tha oppres­
sed and exploited (our ideaa). The conf l ic t began as a peace­
ful protest by school children. The primary aia of tha etude -
nta at th i s stage was to deaonatrate peacefully against the 
uae of Afrikaans as the medium of instruction in their schools 
They had no intention of using force or violence* Even after the 
f i r s t shots were fired they e t i l l put up placards whioh proclai-
aed, "WE ARE BYT FIGHTING", aistakenly bel ieving that the v i o ­
lent reaction of tha police waa due to the ir ignorance of the 
peaceful intentions of the students* 

But the pol ice had other instruct ions . For over two decs-
das tha Government of South Africa had bean engaged in tha c r i ­
minal task of suppressing the l iberat ion aovaaent. I t had arras-
ted, imprisoned, detained, banned and exi led the leaders of the 
l iberat ion movement and thus, to a l l appearancesv i t had decapi­
tated the movement. In fact the apokeaaan of tha Government boa­
sted to the world that a l l was peace and tranquil i ty among i t s 
"Bantu" and any talk of unrest waa sheer nonsense. Suddenly, 
out of the blue, juat aa the rulera were preparing to receive 
the high priest of imperialism in the parson of Kissinger, tha 
Secretary of State of the all-powerful United States of America, 
who was coming to see for himaelf how good and quiet thinga ware 
in the sub-continent, the students of Soweto began the ir aaroh. 
(whan Kissinger did subsequently arrive, the students irreveren­
t l y demonstrated against t h i s 'Kiss-a-dog' aa they cal led h i a ) . 
They were agalnat the teaching of Afrikaans, the Boer taal by 
aeana of which the Boernaaie had harboured i l lu s ions of comple­
t ing the aental aubjugation of tha black man before proceeding 
to that of tha .nglishman. Their mission was to establ ish a one 
nation-one-Afrikaner language etate in South Africa (een voile, 
een t a a l ) . The students1 demonstration was intolerable . The 
Boers foresaw what the students had fa i led to aae, namely that 
thia was no ordinary march\ i t waa tha beginning of the long 
aaroh to black emancipation. I t had to beWpped in the bud. 9«4 



- 3 -

Following their orders the police ehot into the crowd of studen­

ts, killing one sxall boy. Hector Petersen, and injuring many 

others* Prom that moment onwards the struggle of opposites began * 

what had begun as a peaceful protest by school children develo­

ped imto a national uprising against national oppression. Soweto 

exploded in the faces of the Boers and they did not know what 

had hit them. 

If the students had made the initial mistake of thinking 

that thrlr march would be regarded as a peaceful demonstration, 

the Boers had made the prior and more serious mistake of thin­

king black resistance to oppression had died. Black resistance 

had in fact not died. It had been suppressed but the flame of 

resistance had never been effectively extinguished. It had lived 

on in the ideas and emotions of the people; the children drank 

it with their mothers' milk. The flame was fanned by the wind of 

continued and escalating oppression until It burst into a prai­

rie fire, which can never be completely put out so long as opp­

ression persists. In Soweto and elsewhere it required the spark' 

of the fatal bullet that struck the chest of young Hector Peter­

sen to set th-: conflagration ablaze. 

The growing ideas of resistance to national oppression can 

be seen in the slogans and actions adopted by the students. "*HT 

KILL KIDS ?0R AFRIKAANS?H, the students asked in disbelief. There 

was an upsurge of popular sxger that culminated in the stoning 

and firing of buses and buildings which were symbols of the 

black man's oppression and exploitation. Suddenly the basic 

nature of the conflict began to dawn on the students. The kids 

were being killed not just because they did not want Afrikaans 

but because their demonstration was a threat to the whole future 

of white supremacy. It was a case of THEIR IDEAS versus OUR 

IDEAS - a contradiction which could only be resolved by a fight 

to the death. At this point the students be .an to look around 

for and to tap the sources of their strength. "AKANDLA SOWETOI 

AMASDLA NGA*3TUJ" Black power had to be counterpoec to white 

power. The struggle of opposite led to this development in the 

thinking of the young people. The struggle had ceased to be a 

matter for students only; it embraced the whole black popula­

tion. 
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Resistance spread and developed; the blacks throughout 
South Africa were galvanised ir.to motion* There was a demons­
t r a t i o n by Indian students a t the Durban Univers i ty of west -

v i l l e . The Administration block at the Univers i ty of Zulu-
land was gutted by f i r e . The bush c o l l e g e s , symbols of an 
i n f e r i o r bantuisod system of education, were under f i r e . The 
Coloured youth in the Cape Province were up i n a n u . Al l i n 
a l l the s i t u a t i o n looked pret ty bad for the Herrenvolk. 
RELEASE ALL DETAINEES" the students demanded; and by t h i s 
they referred not only to the thousands of t h e i r own number 
who had been rounded up by the pol ice but a l s o to the p o l i ­
t i c a l prisoners in Hobben Island and e lsewhere. Mandela and 
Slsulu were mentioned by name. The urban Bantu Councila were 
denounced and the cry for freedom rang out loud and c lear* 

The 4 t h . of August 1976 i s a water hed in the develop­
ment of the strug -.le i n Soweto. The student leaders c a l l e d for 
a s t r ike on that day. Thousands of Soweto workers stayed away 
from work and Joined the students in demonstrating for the 
re l ease of the deta inees* By a strange coincidence August the 
4 t h . i s the aniversary of one of the great dates of the French 
-•evolution. According to Peter Kropotkin the 4 t h . August 1789 
"..marked one of the great atages i n the revolut ionary move­
ment and i t determined the character of the period which f o l ­
lows i t * " On that day the ru lers of France, under great popu­
l a r pressure , purported to abol i sh the feudal system* The pre­
ssure exerted by the Soweto students was, of course, not suf­
f i c i e n t to extract a commensurate concess ion from the ru lers 
of South Africa.But by appreciating the important r o l e which 
the black workers can play b withholding t h e i r labour general­
l y , the students did in a way determine the character which 
the South African revolut ion must fo l low. I t i s t rue , of 
course that t h i s was not the f i r s t occasion that the black 
workers were c a l l e d upon t o s tay away from work* But on pre­
vious occasions such dec i s ions were made by p o l i t i c a l execu­
t i v e s in the calm sereni ty of t h e i r o f f i c e s and then brought 
to the workers to implement i n furtherance of party p o l i t i c a l 
ends* They were not , as i n the soweto c a s e , taken by people 
immediately engaged in a l i f e and da th s truggle for nat ional 
freedom. 

The c a l l for a general s t r ike was repeated on the 23rd. 
August 1976* "AZIK«£LWA." the word got round* Pickets were 
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placed outside railway atations and bua terminals. The tralna 

and busts ran empty* Tbia atrika received overwhelming support 

Bat tha gemeral strike callad for tba 15th. Saptaaibar waa even 

more successful. It ia estimated that half a aillion blac;< wor­

kers in Johanna burg and 100.000 in Capetown want on striker-

king tola tha greatest political demonstration in tba history of 

South Africa. 

Theme atrikaa bit the Herrenvolk where it hurt moat, in 

their pocketa. Tha oapitaliata raised a atom and inlfurn exer­

ted preasure on tha ruling Broederbond clique to nake conceo-

aiona. The appointment and raoonuaendatlona of tha Riekert and 

•iehahn Commission* are a reault of the atudant-lad popular 

atruggles of thie period. So also are tha frenzied attempts by 

the Government to create, especially in Soweto, an apathetic 

blaok proletariat and a stable and cooperative urban black ai* 

ddle class. These concessions are, however, by-products of tha 

fight for freedom; they will not avail to stem the tide of re­

volution. 

It will be reaeaberad th-t the Herrenvolk, through their 

police force instigated an indiacriainate and bloody attack on 

tha freedom fightera of Soweto and the black oity-dwellera as 

a whole by African migrant workers living in the seclusion of 

the men's hostels. It ia worthy of note that student leaders and 

their supporters arranged meetings with the migrant labourara 

and educated tbea aa to the objectives of the struggle. The ai* 

grants ware apparently converted because they aade no further 

attacks on the aroused population. This le dn ma to a brief 

discussion of the problem of internal contradictions which I 

raised earlier in t is address. 

In the course of tha freedom atruggle we have experienced 

and we will continue to experience deviations from the progres­

sive line. There are and will continue to be sigsaga or regres­

sion and periods of temporary stagnation. We have always to be o 

on our guard against the infiltration of enemy ideas whether or 

not they are introduced intentionally in order to divide us. we 

muat not Ignore them just because they are paddlad by blaok peo­

ple-like ourselves. A dog infected with rabies bites to kill 

irrespective of whether ita colour is black or white•• Let me 
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b r i e f l y refer to to some of tha dangerous idaas which are current 

in some quarters of tha l iberat ion movement.today. Tha f i r s t one 
is tha wrong idaa that a s ing le party can by i t s e l f win the revo­
lut ionary s t ragg le in South Africa that other progressive part ies 
and groups ara redundant and irre levant and ahould bo Ignored or 
boycotted. Equally absurd and dangaroua i s tba notion that a l l 
progress ive idaas emanate from ona p o l i t i c a l aource only; t h a t , f or 
instance , tha Soweto upris ing was organised and led or master-min-
dsd by a part i cu lar p o l i t i c a l party i n e x i l e . In tha l i b e r a t i o n 
struggle ;e d i s t ingu i sh only two se t s of ideas - those of ths op* 
pressor and those of tba oppressed* THEIR ideas and OUR i d e a s . 
Tha ideas of l i b e r a t i o n are common currency within the l i b e r a t i o n 
movement. There nay be d i f f e r e n t ways of expressing those ideas , 
but the i d e s s themselves ere s t i l l ths ooauon property of the 
oppressed. The proprietorship of ideas by cer ta in indiv iduals or 
groups la foreign to the ideology of the l i b e r a t i o n oovement. I t 
creates an i d e o l o g i c a l ar i s tocracy not vary d i f ferent i n pr inc ip le 
from the white labour ar i s tocracy . 

Another dan erous idaa i s the concept t h s t South Africa la 
mult i -nat ional ; ghat there i s s white nst ional group, sn African 
nat ional group, a Coloured nat ional group and an Indian national 
group, a l l of which have equal s tatus and that therefore provision 
ahould be -nade to secure the i n t e r e s t s of each group i n a l iberated 
South Africa. Thla idaa plays d i r e c t l y in to the handa of the r a c i s t s 
with t h e i r Bantustans, Colouredstans and Indianstans . 

There i s ys t another dangerous idea that the blacks i n South 
Africa are a colony of the whites snd that ths Bsntustans are an 
e x t e m a l i s a t i o n of t h i s co lonia l r e l a t i o n s h i p . On t h i s t h e s i s t e 
Katansimas would be j u s t i f i e d in aeexing p o l i t i c a l "independence" 
from "colonial" domination frost South African whi tes . Fron t h i s i t 
i s easy to see how the establishment of independent Bantustans 
would be welcomed aa a form of nat ional l i b e r a t i o n . 

Tha Unity Movement of outh Africa, which I reprcssnt , does 
not claim proprietorship of any progress ive i d e s s . I t would be easy 
for me to ahow that the idea of non-col laboration or ig inated with 
the Unity Movement aa far back as 19*3. The aame i s true i n connec­
t ion with the r e j e c t i o n of l i b e r a l s and of i n f e r i o r separate counci l s 
for blac s o n l y . Ths Unity Movement waa alao f i r s t to come out with 
and put into pract ice the idea of the uni ty of a l l the oppressed 
blaoks whether of African. Coloured or Indian descant , rfe ara happ: 
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that areata in Soweto vindicated the ideas first expounded by 

us but we claim no monopoly of these ideas. Neither do we 

allege that they were copied from our Movement. On the contrary 

even if the Unity Movement had never existed the objective 

imperatives of the liberation struggle would have given birth 

to them at some stage or another. All we would ask is that 

all the youth in the liberation movement, even those opposed to 

us, ahould read the literature of the unity Movement and from 

it adopt unapologetically for our common atvttgs&e- goal those 

ideas which they consider suitable for the promotion of the 

liberation struggle in South Africa. 

I conclude this address by repeating appeal which I made 

on the occasion of the Sharpevllle celebrations to all thoae 

parties and organisations which are genuinely interested in the 

liberation of the black man in outh Africa to come together in 

a united front on a common programme of minimum demands for the 

liberation of the oppressed masses of South Africa. I am con­

vinced that we can achieve freedom if we are united because 

AMANDLA NGAWETU! 

• • M. TS./TSI 

VICE-PRESIDENT: fJSITl HaVBMEKT OP S.A 


