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A Soweto son

comes home

Chris Mathabe has just been released
from Robben Island where he spent nine
years arising out of his student activities.
He was an executive member of the
Soweto Students League before his arrest
in 1979. NUM News interviewed him about
the June 1976 uprising.

Describe how you saw
the events leading up
to 16 June 19767

I was in Std 9 at Musi High in
Pimville.

The protests against the com-
pulsory use of Afrikaans as a lan-
guage of instruction had started
al the end of 1975.

In February and March of 1976
stndents al one or two schools
had called for the withdrawal of
Afrikaans as a mediom of in-
struction. By late May seven
schools had gone on strike.

SASM, the high school version
of SASO, was involved in orga-
nising a march to Orlando Sta-
dium.

Describe the events of
that day?

What happened on that day
will go down in our people’s his-
tory. June 16 was a typical Trans-
vaal mid-winter day.

It was warm, not freezing cold.

 The news had spread through all

the schools that June 16 was
going to be the day of the march
from Morris [saacson. The
mood was one of excilement.

Al our school immediately
after assembly the whole school
dispersed. We were marching
West 1o join the other marchers.

The whole time other schools

Former Soweto student leader CHRIS MATHABE will never forget the events of June 16
L

ANC guidelines on future South Africa:

NUM will debate the
African National
Congress’ Constitutional
Guidelines at local,
regional and mnational

level.

This was resolved at the Sixth
Natinnal Congress of the NUM
held in Johannesburg during
April.

workers pointed oul that the
present apartheld constitution
was nol aimed at protecting the
interests of the majority of South
Africans.

Apartheld and capitalism can
only be ended il a restruciuring
process, based on the Freedom
Charter can begin now. The re-
structuring should be nimed at
schieving a non-racial society
and provide u firm basis for na-
tlonal reconcllistion and co-
operation between different

communitics.

The exploitation of workers,
which presenily confinues una-
bated, can only be ended in & dis-
pensation where the means of
production belong Lo the work-
ing class, the Congress pointed
out.

“We seed to discuss and debate
these guldelines becapse in them
lies the the future constitution of
South Africa. Uslike all Na-
tiopal Party Ilmposed optlons,
the final outcome will be the pro-
duct of participation”, the NUM
President, Comrade James Mot-
Iatsi said in his opening nddress
ni the Congress.

He was supporied by Comrade
Murphy Morobe who said the
guidelines can be an instrument
and campaign to encourage de-
bate, discussion and organisa-
tlom of the constitutional future
of sur country.

"We need 1o shape our fuiure
loday! Whal we do today will
guaraniee the direction tomor-
row , Comrade Morobe said.

Waorkers sald because the
apartheid regime and the racial
policies of the MNational Party
have sown deep divisions and en-
cournged interracial hostilities,
there was & need for the Mass
Democratic Movement (o start
discusslons with a view of shap-
ing n democratic constifutional
dispensation in South Africa.

The National Parly has man-
ipulated cultural and language
differcnces among Lthe people of
South Africa to enforce division
and protect white minority rule.

Product of struggle

The Constitutional Guldelines
came about ns n resull of the
massive nssault by the oppressed
on the apartheid regime between

and groups of pupils were joining
in. All the way along the march
was peacelul although pupils
were excited.

| wasn'l in the crowd that the
police lired om, killing Hector
Petersen and othcrs. That hap-
pened before our school reached
that point. All we saw was smoke
and police convoys everywhere,

Then the news of the killings
spread. At once the atmosphere
changed. People were very angry
and the burning started.

Many symbols of white rule like
beerhalls and council offices
were al tacked.

The protests carricd on
through that mght. Twenty five
people were killed that day and
200 injured.

What was the
response of workers?

Now you must remember al
that time workers were nol or-
ganised like they are today: there
was no COSATLU or political for-
mations hke UDF. Workers
were more concerned about the
education problem as parenis,
than in political lerms.

There was a [eeling ol greal
anger in the bearts of all the
people of Soweto - housewives,
the unemployed and even the
small children. From then on it
was war. Day alier day we would
2o to school to meet and then go
into the the strects.

From the day of the march the
schools were never the same.
The schools scrved a2 sasembly
points. They were the only places
where siudents could meet
together and get information
about developments

What was the state of
organisation at that
time?

There were no proper struc-
tures for co-ordination apart
from the studenl grouping. Siu-
dents recognised that they had 1o
involve parenis - that withour the
support of the working people

1984 and carly 1987.

The ruling bloc experiencing
serious cracks in its ranks came
up with promises of reform and
negotiation in an sitempl Lo im-
maobilise the siruggling masses.

But by its sctions the regime
made it clear that power would
remain in the hands of the white
minority, although it was pre-
pared to make ceriain gesiures
towards “power-sharing”.

This was the background to the
decision of the leadership of the
ANC 1o examine different con-
stitutional options and models
for & future democratic non-
racial South Africa.

The illegitimacy of the apart-
heid regime and the right of the
oppressed to a democratic alter-
native Lo apartheld had to be as-
serted.

The Constitutional Committee
of the ANC was lformed in

the problems of cducation could
not be resolved.

On the 4 August there was a
call by the newly formed Soweto
Students Representative Council
for a stavaway.

Eighty five percent of Johan-
nesburg's workers responded,
During 1976 there were three
stayaways. Although most
pecople staycd away willingly
some of them were coerced.

It was a very dilferent siluation
to that of today where people are
maore political and have been mo-
bilised and are not intimidated
into staving away.

As we enlered 1977 our de-
mands shifted. We were nol only
looking st the problem of Alri-
kaans, or cven of Bantu Educa-
tion bul the whole system.

In April students staged a
march to protest the B0 percent
rise in rents, In June the Urban

Bantu Council collapsed,

June of 1977 was a sad lime. On
10 June 21 people, including the
newly elected president of the
SSRC, Dan Monisilsi, were ai-
rested. Many people didn't
g0 Lo work and stayed at home (o
remember thewr dead. Thal was
the start of the June 16 commem-
orations which have now become
an annual event. In October 1977
the SSRC and cighteen other or
ganisations were ban ned.

How have things
changed while you
were in prison?

The main development can Lig
summed up in the word “unity”,
The development of the trade
unions have also created a plat-
form where issues can be dis-
cussed. And education is not
scen as a separate issue but par
and parcel of the struggle.

The most pressing demand for
the struggle as a whole, particu-
larly the working class, is that of
unity. On the basis of that unity
demands like June 16 being a
paid public holiday for minewor-
kers can be attained.

January 1986,

The Guidelines are nof meant
te substitute the Freedom Char-
ter but to carry it forward.

The Freedom Charter has a
central place in the history of the
constitutional development of
our siroggle. In the last ten
years it been adopted as a pro-

gramme by organisations in the
democratic movement.

It projects a vision arising out
of the struggles and demands of
the people, which any fulure coa-
stitution for » non-racial demo-
cratic South Africa will be based
upon.

The Preamble of the Gul-
delines emphasises the Gui-
delines preseni no changes
whatsoever in our demands for
full political, economic and so-
clal participation in the govern-
ment of South Africa.



