
 

  



 

 
 

The Keep It Constitutional campaign is a 20-part series brought to you by the Foundation 
for Human Rights. The campaign aims to provide South Africans –particularly learners – 
with an introduction to the Constitution and its contents.  The campaign consists of 
animated episodes, audio episodes, and lesson plans. 

For more information visit www.keepitconstitutional.co.za.  

The lesson plan is designed to assist educators and group leaders lead an introductory 
session on the Constitution. Educators can follow the lesson plan word-for-word, but 
may improvise as desired.  

  



 

Episode 13: The right to assemble, 
demonstrate, picket and petition 

 
Time required 45 minutes 
Learning objectives • Everyone has the right to assemble, demonstrate 

and  picket,  which  are  different  ways  of  making 
your voice heard 

• The  Constitution  protects  the  right  to  assemble 
and      demonstrate      peacefully      and      
without weapons 

• Many  protests  have  taken  place  in  South  
Africa, in both our past and during the democratic 
era 

• Our   understanding   of   our   rights   continues   
to develop  –  for  example,  the  Constitutional  
Court recently stated that we don’t need permission 
from the authorities to gather in large groups. 

Resources • Keep It Constitutional animation series: Episode 13 
OR Keep It Constitutional radio series: Episode 13; 

• Handouts 1,2 3, and 4, included at the end of this 
lesson plan 

 



 

Introduction 
 

 

Educator: 
Section 17 of the Constitution gives us each of us a series of rights relating to protest. 
The exact phrasing of the right is “Everyone has the right, peacefully and unarmed, 
to assemble, to demonstrate, to picket and to present petitions.” This means that there 
are a few important phrases we need to understand before we can discuss the right. 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Allow the learners to answer. 

Answers should cover that when people ‘assemble’, they gather together, usually for 
a common purpose. 
 
Educator: 
We are going to discuss why having the right to assemble is important in a minute, 
but let’s stay focused on understanding the different terms used in the Constitution. 
What does it mean for people ‘to demonstrate’? 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Allow the learners to answer. 

Answers should cover that when people ‘demonstrate’, they are making a public 
statement  about  something  that  they  are  dissatisfied  with,  or  about  
something that they are in support of. 
 
Educator:                                                                                                                                              
  
And what does it mean to have the right ‘to picket’? 
 
 

Time required 3 minutes 



 

 

ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Allow the learners to answer. 

A picket is when a group of people stand outside a venue or a workplace and 
make their thoughts and feelings about a particular subject known. 
 
Emphasise that this is often linked to the right to strike, which is when a group of 
people refuse to work, as a form of protest against some condition of their 
employment, which could include safety standards or pay. Often during strikes, 
striking workers will protest outside the place of employment, in order to make the 
employer aware of their grievances. 
 
Educator: 
Why so you think these rights might be important in our country? 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Allow the learners to answer. 

Answers will be based on their own thoughts and experiences. 
 
Educator: 
Let’s learn a little more about what this right means.



 

Play video/radio episode 13 
 

 
 

Time required  5 minutes 



 

 

Case Studies 
Time required 15 minutes 

 
Educator: 
Protest was really important during the Apartheid regime, and remains really important 
today – in South Africa, and in every country. We’ve had a lot of protests through the 
years in South Africa. What are some of the reasons that people have protested? 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Allow learners to respond. 

Allow the learners to contribute ideas for 2-3 minutes.  

Answers could cover a range of subjects – service delivery protests, working 
conditions, fees at universities, hair and language policies at school, carrying passes, 
discrimination and unjust treatment by the Apartheid regime. 

After hearing the learners’ ideas, choose 2-3 topics, and encourage the learners to 
think about the following questions: 

• What do you think the point of protests on this topic would be? 
• Where would you direct your protests if you were protesting about this topic? 
• What sort of change would you want to happen? 

Allow the learners 5 minutes to discuss in their groups, then discuss as a class. 
 
Educator: 
An  important  part  of  the  right  to  protest  is  the  caveat  in  the  Constitution  
that protests have to be peaceful and protestors have to be unarmed. What does this 
mean? It isn’t actually as obvious as it sounds. 
 
First of all, a peaceful protest doesn’t mean that there isn’t just no violence directed 
towards other people, but also means that there is no violence directed against 



 

property.  This  includes  vandalising  or  burning  buildings  or  vehicles,  or  any  
other form  of  property  –  whether  private  or  public.  If  a  protest  is  violent,  
it  won’t  be protected by the Constitution. But it’s actually more complicated than this.



 

Each of  us  is  an  individual,  and  our  rights  –  including  our  right  to  protest  
–  is protected.  Just  because  someone  else  at  a  protest  we  are  at  is  
violent,  or threatening violence, doesn’t mean that we lose our right to protest. As 
long as we aren’t violent, we still have our right to protest. 
 
Another important thing for us all to know is that sometimes it might be enough for 
the mere threat of violence by protestors may mean that our right to protest will be 
circumscribed.   Determining   what   constitutes   a   ‘threat’   may   depend   on   
the circumstances. Sometimes it could be an explicit statement about violence and 
other times it may be something that is communicated without words. 
 
An unarmed protest means that people involved in an assembly or demonstration do 
not have weapons. ‘Dangerous weapons’ are considered to be things like knives or 
guns, but ‘unarmed protest’ also means that people can’t carry items like shields. 
 
There is a huge difference between a violent protest, which isn’t protected by the law, 
and a disruptive protest. What do you think constitutes a ‘disruptive protest’? 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Allow the learners to answer. 

A disruptive protest’ is a protest that interrupts an event or an activity – the protest 
might try to make it more difficult to hold the event or activity in question. 
 
Educator: 
Do you think disruptive protests should be allowed? 
  



 

 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Break the learners into groups. 

Allow them 3-4 minutes to discuss the pros and cons of allowing disruptive protests. 

Allow the learners to report back and discuss as a class for 3-4 minutes. 

When summing up, make sure that the learners understand that disruption is at the 
heard of protest – often, causing some form of disruption is the only way for protesters 
to make their message heard. These disruptive protests can be noisy and prevent 
particular activities happening but may still be protected. However, there may be 
limits, depending on the context. 
 
Educator: 
Disruptive protests might be limited by contextual factors – for example, if a protest 
lasts an extended period, it may be fine if the disruptive protest isn’t an absolute block 
– so, for example, if a protest takes place at a school, during class, the protest doesn’t 
prevent the entire lesson from taking place, but instead does enough to call attention 
to the cause. It may even be acceptable to interrupt lessons, as long as this isn’t 
repeated over time.



 

Case Discussion 
Time required 5 minutes 

 
Educator: 
The right to assemble, demonstrate and picket is a right that is often controversial, 
as we as a society work out the boundaries of acceptable protest. As we have just 
heard, just because a protest disrupts the everyday lives of others, doesn’t mean it 
is unfair – in fact, this may be the very point of the protest! 
 
Our understanding of what the right is constantly developing. Towards the end of 
2018, an important change to how the right functioned in our law took place. 
 
Mlungwana and Others v The State (2018) 
15 members of a group called the Social Justice Coalition held a protest in Cape 
Town, protesting against the inadequate sanitation facilities available for people living 
in Khayelitsha, a township close to Cape Town. 
 
The  law  governing  protests,  called  the  Regulation  of  Gatherings  Act,  made  
it  a criminal offence for more than 15 people to assemble without first informing the 
authorities, even if the protest was peaceful and there were no weapons. 
 
The members of the Social Justice Coalition were joined by other people, and the 
protestors  were  arrested.  They  claimed  that  the  section  of  the  Regulation  
of Gatherings Act which required people to notify the authorities was unconstitutional, 
because  it  unfairly  limited  the  rights  of  people  to  assemble  peacefully  and 
unarmed – they said that if there was a risk of being arrested while assembling, 
people may be too scared to assemble, and they won’t use their right. 
 
The Constitutional Court said the right to assemble peacefully and unarmed was a 
central part of South Africa’s democracy. Even though it is often important for the 
authorities  to  be  able  to  prepare  for  gatherings,  this  shouldn’t  limit  the  

right  of people to assemble peacefully.  
  



 

Class exercise 
Time required 15 minutes 

 
 
ADVICE TO EDUCATORS 

Divide the learners into groups of 4-5.  

Hand out handouts 1-4 to different groups (if you have more than 4 groups, have 
multiple groups do each handout, but only have each group do 1 handout). 
 
Ask the learners to summarise the protest that was described in their handout. Ask 
them to explain what was being protested against, and how the protest took place  
–  what  action  did  the  protestors  take?  What  reaction  came  from  the 
authorities?  Ask  the  learners  to  consider  whether  they  thought  the  protestors 
acted within the law, and whether they think the authorities acted appropriately. Do 
the learners think things should have happened differently? 

If the protest took place before the democratic era (Handout 4), ask the learners to 
think about how things should be different in the democratic era. 
 
 
  



 

CONCLUSION 
 

Time required 2 minutes 

 
Educator: 
The right to protest has come a long way in South Africa, but we still have a long 
way to go. In the democratic era, we have stories of successful protests, like the 
Pretoria    Girls’    High    School    protests,    which    protested    against    
racist    and discriminatory uniform policies, we have stories of protests that were 
successful, but raised serious questions about how authorities interacted with protests, 
like the Fees Must Fall protests, and we have stories of protests that ended in 
tragedy, like the events that took place in Marikana, in 2012. 
 
 
The right is a vital right in our democratic era – we have a right to make our voices 
heard. The Constitutional Court has emphasised how important it is that we are able 
to exercise this right without worrying about government action. So, as long as we 
are peaceful and unarmed, we should be able to take reasonable action to tell the 
world what issues concern us.



 

 

HANDOUT 1 
 

Protest case study: Pretoria High School for Girls 
Article by Pretoria High School for Girls student Malaika Eyoh, published on the 
Daily Vox website (www.dailyvox.co.za), in 2016. 
 
“Our Schools Undervalue Blackness And Focus More On Containing Us Than 
Nourishing Us” 
 
The 28th of August 2016 marked a turning point at Pretoria High School for Girls. In 
a school where stories of racism and injustice from black girls are usually met with 
silence from the staff, this time, our silence was met with police and dogs. 
 
Model C schools are meant to be a beacon of unity in the democratic South Africa 
where students of all backgrounds can achieve an enviable standard of education while 
having all their constitutional rights upheld. Most black girls who attend  Model  C  
schools  will  tell  you  that  this  is  not  the  case.  Our  schools undervalue  
blackness  and  focus  more  on  containing  us  than  nourishing  us. Racially   
charged   incidents   between   students   and   staff   members   are commonplace, 
as are sweeping these issues under the rug and pretending that PHSG  is  a  school  
that  upholds  the  value  of  equal  treatment.  There  are  more incidents than pen 
can put to paper, but all of those experiences are valid. 
 
In 2015, a black student in grade 10 was told outside an exam venue that she had 
to “fix” her hair. With nothing to fix, she entered the exam. She was further told by a 
staff member that she would not be allowed to write her exam with her hair “like this”. 
This same student was, in a different incident involving a different staff member, told 
that her natural hair looked like a bird’s nest. Both members of staff involved have 
faced no visible repercussions and still stand to teach young black girls every day. 
 
Between 2015 and 2016, a now grade 11 student was hissed at by a member of staff 
outside her office and told to “comb your hair, it looks terrible.” When the student 
combed her hair, the teacher was further disappointed that only the length of the hair 

http://www.dailyvox.co.za/


 

had changed and not the texture. This same student has had her hair referred to as 
“kaffir hair” by two separate staff members.



 

 
In 2016, two grade 11 students were conversing in Xhosa during a lesson where the  
staff  member  had  stopped  teaching  and  all  pupils  were  chatting  freely (some 
in English, others in Afrikaans). The staff member singled out these two girls  and  
asked  them  to  “stop  making  those  funny  noises”  because  it  was making  
her  uncomfortable  in  our  English  medium  school.  This  same  staff member 
has also referred to dreadlocks as “dirty old braids.” 
 
In  the  school  hostel,  a  staff  member  reprimanded  a  girl  for  wearing  a  
doek, calling it inappropriate for dinner and against school code. Stripping the doek of  
all  its  cultural  meaning  and  significance  with  one  remark.  Hostel  students 
have  been  told  that  spaces  largely  populated  by  black  boarders  resemble 
squatter camps, and told to comb through their hair with dirty combs pulled from old 
storage boxes before they could come downstairs for dinner. 
 
Incidents  like  these  occur  on  a  weekly  basis  at  Pretoria  High  School  for  
Girls. White students lovingly refer to Girls High as “the most fair and just” school that 
they know. They tell us racism doesn’t exist because they’ve never experienced it. 
Meanwhile, black girls live in fear and discomfort at existing in their skin in that same 
environment: the one that they trusted to keep them safe. Its clearer now more than 
ever that black and white girls may sit in class together, but we don’t experience the 
school in the same way. 
 
PHSG  preaches  that  they  want  to  create  learners  who  are  intelligent  and 
capable of taking on the world. So during the week of the 28th of August: that is who 
we became. Black girls mobilised to stand as a unit and show Girls High that we see 
each other and they need to see us. Girls came to the school on civvies day with the 
intent to carry on as normal while wearing all black garments and doeks.  Instead  of  
attempting  to  start  a  meaningful  dialogue,  security  guards loosely  patrolled  the  
outside  assembly.  Girls  wearing  doeks  that  sported  the ANC logo were pulled 
from assembly and taken into the headmistress’s office. Teachers  told  learners  in  
classrooms  that  they  felt  threatened  and  scared. Because black girls in colourful 
doeks are something to be feared. After school, groups of black girls were repeatedly 
told to disperse because they “appeared to be conspiring”. 
 



 

The general consensus of the demonstration on Friday was that we were seen, but 
not heard. And this was unacceptable. So, once again, black girls mobilised. We 
decided that during the school’s annual spring fair, we as black students would  meet  
at  the  netball  courts  to  hold  hands  and  walk  to  the  front  of  the school. 
No shouting, no dancing, no struggle songs. A silent walk of sisters, hand



 

in hand. Before the group could get a head start, the security guards shut the gates,  
forcefully  pushing  girls  backwards  and  reporting  the  procession  as  a “snaakse   
groep.”   When   the   gates   re-opened,   attention   was   on   us.   Girls 
proceeded to walk to the front of the school and upon their arrival were met with  a  
police  car,  extra  security  force  and  members  of  the  governing  body threatening 
to arrest girls as young as 14. All the while raffle tickets continued to be sold in the 
background. 
 
In  a  scenario  that  should  have  sparked  more  anger  and  unrest,  there  was  
a weariness. A sense of fatigue. We were shown, once again, that our voices don’t 
matter. That our anger is unfounded. That our emotions are an inconvenience. When  
we  were  taken  into  an  empty  classroom  to  have  a  “discussion”  with 
members of the governing body (who proceeded to tell us that we didn’t need to “add 
on” to already discussed issues and that cultural appropriation should be seen as a 
compliment), we felt ourselves being swept under the rug again. Our collective story 
was just another to be lost in the school files, labelled “we looked into it.” 
 
We came out of spring fair without the usual bags of candyfloss and fashion show 
tickets. We came out with knowledge and understanding. We know now more than 
ever that blackness is undervalued in our institution. We know that blackness  is  
undesirable  on  black  bodies  but  we  need  to  feel  complimented when Becky’s 
plait cornrows or serve us in the tuck shop with box braids. As long as OUR hair fits 
the code, that’s all that’s important to them. 
 
We  understand  now  that  we  are  one  another’s  strength.  When  we  stand 
together, our message is stronger. We understand that we cannot trust two old white  
men  who  work  for  other  old  white  men  to  stand  up  and  combat  the 
injustice and incite the change we need. We understand that we have support. And 
we understand now, more than ever that the experiences written on our skin  and  
twisted  into  our  hair  are  valuable  and  unique  and  it  doesn’t  matter whether  
or  others  want  to  acknowledge  them.  We  know  we  matter.  Race matters. 
 
On the 29th of August, a presenter on Metro FM commented that the girls seen at  
the  forefront  of  the  protest  weren’t  matrics  and  looked  about  14.  This  is 
correct. This movement isn’t about those of us on our way out. It’s about the girls 
who have years left at the school and deserve the chance to figure out who they are 
without harassment and fear. They don’t need to wait until they’re 18 to start seeing 
the value in themselves.



 

The black students of Pretoria High School for Girls have lost faith in our school. But 
our motto “prosit spes labori” rings true. We are working in hope. Hope that because 
we are the seed, roots will rise from us and somewhere in the centre of all of this 
frustration a black student somewhere will feel comfortable in the skin under their 
school uniform. All of this is for that.



 

HANDOUT 2 
Protest case study: Marikana 

 
Description of the events of August 2012 from South African History Online 
(http://www.sahistory.org.za) 
 
On 16 August 2012, the South African Police Service (SAPS) opened fire on a crowd 
of striking mineworkers at Marikana, in the North West Province.  The police killed 34 
mineworkers and left 78 seriously injured. Following the open fire assault - 250 of the 
miners were arrested. 
 
This event culminated after an intense week-long protest in which the miners were 
demanding  a  wage  increase  at  the  Lonmin  platinum  mine  in  a  wildcat  
strike.  A wildcat strike, or 'unofficial industrial action', is strike action undertaken by 
unionised workers  without  the  union-leadership's  authorisation,  support,  or  
approval.  On  9 August about three thousand miners went on strike to demand a 
living wage. On 10 August,  a  large  group  of  the  striking  miners  approached  
the  National  Union  for Miners (NUM) local office in order to demand support from 
their union and were instead met with the firing of live ammunition, fatally wounding 
two miners. 
 
This fatal breakdown in communication between the miners and their union further 
aggravated  a  volatile  situation,  in  which  the  miners  and  their  families  were 
desperately trying to have their voices heard and their needs met. The miners were 
unable to attain a meeting with NUM or Lonmin representatives and events became 
increasingly militaristic following the death of the two protesting miners. 
 
Between  12-  14  August  at  least  four  miners,  two  police  officers  and  two  
security guards  died  in  the  ensuing  violence.  On  13  August,  30  miners  were  
delegated  to cross  the  veld  (field)  that  separated  them  from  another  Lonmin  
platinum  mine, Karee,  where  miners  were  also  undergoing  a  wildcat  strike.  
The  30  miners  were forced by security to turn back without being allowed to meet 
with miners on the other side. On their way back they were met with a contingent of 
police. Eye-witness reports say there were about 10 nyalas (military police vans) and 



 

two police trucks. The police barred their way and told them to lay down their weapons 
(machetes also  known  as  pangas),  to  which  the  workers  refused,  saying  they  
needed  the pangas for everyday living in the 'bush'.



 

The  police  allowed  the  miners  to  continue,  but  once  they  were  about  10  
metres away,  the  police  allegedly  began  to  open  gun  fire  (rubber  bullets  
and  later  live ammunition) on them, and the miners retaliated. Two policemen and 
two miners were killed in this battle, and one miner injured severely. 
 
The strike continued despite gaining no support from NUM and receiving no official 
commitment from Lonmin management to enter into negotiations. The strike was for a 
wage increase and to address the poor living and work conditions of miners and their 
families in Marikana. These issues were not formally addressed by the NUM or by 
Lonmin during the protest. Many of the strikers instead began losing their jobs and 
the protesters were met with unrelenting hostility by security, the police, and union 
personnel and management. 
 
Despite   having   no   legal   protection   or   union   support,    thousands   of   
miners continued to strike in solidarity for their common goal - a better quality life and 
the dignity it affords. The families of the striking miners were also in general solidarity 
with the protest and worked to support the movement, joining in protest action and 
bringing supplies when necessary. 
 
On 14 August Lonmin officially halted production at the Marikana platinum mine. The 
miners set up camp on a hill called Wonderkop near the Lonmin mine. Police and 
miners occasionally entered into discussions however the miners remained steadfast 
in their strike action, and on 16 August a full-frontal attack was launched on them. 
 
More than 400 police were deployed, most in camouflage military gear and armed with 
R5s, a licensed replica of the Israeli Galil SAR, or LM5 assault rifles, designed for 
infantry  and  tactical  police  use.  A  barb  wire  fence  was  set  along  the  
outside perimeter to close the miners in, and military police vehicles and helicopters 
were deployed on the scene. The police were deployed in a manner that caused 
concern among the strikers. Despite statements that the police were acting in self-
defence, it  is  considered  by  many  that  they  were  not  in  any  real  danger.  
About  a  dozen miners  were  caught  on  camera  being  shot  at  directly,  and  
this  footage  has received global attention and outrage. However, most of the miners 
who were killed and injured were not caught on camera, with some of the miner's 
bodies reportedly discovered  behind  boulders  and  in  retreat.  Many  of  the  slain  
and  injured  had gunshots in their backs and there were miners who were found with 
injuries of being ridden over by nyalas. 
 
Not a single policeman was killed or severely injured on 16 August 2012.



 

Addressing a press conference, SAPS authorities claimed its officers opened fire on 
the  miners  in  self-defence,  after  the  miners  attempted  to  attack  them  using 
machetes, spears and clubs. The official number of people killed was confirmed by 
National Police Commissioner General Riah Phiyega, weeks after the incident. 
 
Among  the  miners  killed,  was  Mgacineni  “Mambush”  Noki,  Bongani  
Nqongophele, Janaveke   Raphael,   Van   Wyk   Sagalala,   security   guard   
Matlhomola   Mabelane, Andries   Ntshenyeho,   Xolani   Nduzuzu,   Telang   Mohai,   
Thabile   Mpumza,   Stelega Gadlela,  Thabiso  Thelejane,  Thabiso  Mosebetsane,  
Jackson  Lehupa  and  many others. 
 
The  Marikana  Commission  of  Inquiry was  set  up  to  investigate  the  massacre  
of miners at Marikana. The commission’s first seating was on 1 October 2012, its final 
sitting was on 14 November 2014, and its report was submitted by President Zuma 
on 31 March 2015. 
 
The report absolved the key political figures who were accused of having a hand in 
the   events   leading   to   the   massacre,   including   Deputy   State   President   
Cyril Ramaphosa  who  at  the  time  of  the  massacre  was  a  non-executive  
director  at Lonmin,  former  Police  Minister  Nathi  Mthethwa,  former  Mineral  
Resource  Minister Susan Shabangu and the National Police Commissioner Ria 
Phiyega. It also found that Lonmin had failed to engage with workers and the trade 
unions operating in that sector, NUM and AMCU, were found not to have had full 
control of its members who embarked on the unprotected strike. 
 
South Africa is world’s third biggest producer of platinum, one of the highest trading 
resources on the market. Lonmin had 28 000 miners in its employ and has since 
retrenched thousands of its workers. Families of the miners slain and injured are still 
seeking reparations. 



 

HANDOUT 3 

Protest case study: Fees Must Fall 
 

Description of the events of the Fees Must Fall protests at  the Nelson 
Mandela University  by Janet Cherry, from Waging Nonviolence 
(https://wagingnonviolence.org/2017/06/south-africa-fees-must-fall/) 
 
At NMU, students set up burning barricades at 6 a.m. on September 20, at the main 
entrance  to  the  campus.  The  barricades  resulted  in  disruption  and  then,  
total shutdown. While police could take action against students in public areas, they 
did not  come  onto  the  campus  until  invited.  Students  disrupted  lectures,  
going  into lecture   halls,   calling   students   out,   preventing   lectures   from   
proceeding   and preventing  the  normal  functioning  of  the  university,  without  
overt  violence.  All academic  activities  were  suspended,  although  the  university  
was  not  formally closed. 
 
On September 21, students marched down from the campus to the main road on the 
beachfront, threatening to go into the beachfront Boardwalk casino complex and disrupt 
business at the restaurants and tourist venues. Student leadership were divided, most 
trying to persuade students against this tactic, but a minority broke away and blocked 
the main road. Dispersed with stun grenades as they disrupted the flow of traffic 
outside the entrance to the Boardwalk, students fled across to the beach, some 
pretending to be going for a dip in the sea as the police went after them on foot. In 
the parking lot some of the students were arrested, and others were dispersed   with   
stun   grenades.   The   arrested   students   were   released   on   bail, becoming 
heroes of the movement while charged with disrupting traffic. 
 
On another occasion the students “locked in” the staff in the evening, controlling the 
17-story Main Building. They stated that they would not let anyone go home until the 
vice chancellor came to meet them. They believed he was on campus, and they would 
hold the staff hostage until he tried to leave, when they would stop him and demand 
an audience. 
 
Negotiations failed. The Fallists took over a mass meeting in the sports centre with 
church  leaders  attempting  to  mediate  different  sectors  of  the  student  body’s 
demands, and white students and parents left in despair. After a month of standoff,



 

university management brought the police onto campus on October 18, to force the 
reopening  and  resumption  of  classes.  Inevitably,  conflict  escalated.  In  a  
bizarre flashback moment, I was teargassed for the first time in more than 30 years. 
 
The confrontation between police and students began earlier, when police chased 
students from the residences, and even threw a stun grenade through the window of 
one residence. Blue dye was sprayed by public order police vehicles onto the roofs of 
residences from where the students tried to stone them. There were police helicopters  
buzzing  overhead;  students  regrouped  in  front  of  the  Main  Building, determined 
to maintain the shutdown and prevent the campus from reopening. The  vice  chancellor  
and  staff  entered  the  campus  under  police  escort,  and  riot police lined up as 
students and university management faced off. 
 
Negotiations failed again. We stood between the students and the police as the police 
were given the order to disperse the protest. Student leaders tried to divert the  
students  to  an  “acceptable”  space  for  protest,  but  the  police  were  already 
advancing.  After  firing  teargas,  they  chased  the  students  on  foot  between  
the buildings. The Main Building was reopened by force. The students then rampaged 
through the campus, entering other buildings and chasing out staff and students. 
 
As the protest and shutdown spread from university to university, a variety of tactics 
were employed, including those bordering on violence, despite the student rallying cry,  
“High  Discipline!  High  Morale!”  Students  smeared  excrement  in  lecture  halls, 
smashed  windows,  destroyed  university  property,  stoned  vehicles  and  beat  up 
campus  security  guards  on  different  campuses  —  although  no  students  or  
staff were physically attacked or harmed. A number of students were arrested, while 
an increasing number of police were deployed as the universities desperately tried to 
complete  the  academic  year.  Despite  some  examples  of  excessive  force  
being used by police, such as rubber bullets shot at point-blank range, no live 
ammunition was used, and no students were killed. 
 
At  NMU,  this  phase  of  the  struggle  ended  with  students  divided,  and  no  
clear resolution. All the demands that the university management could meet were 
met, and the SASCO leadership wanted to reopen the campuses. However, the minority 
of Fallists took a maximalist position, saying the university would not reopen until the   
demand   for   “free   decolonized   education   for   all”   was   met.   University 



 

management then halted negotiations with the student leadership and completed the 
academic year in secure venues off-campus. As the academic year drew to an



 

end, exams were delayed. Venues were changed. At NMU, we conducted exams off- 
campus  in  the  secure  sports  stadium  built  for  the  2010  FIFA  World  Cup.  
Students walked a gauntlet of three rows of security guards to enter the stadium. 
 
Ultimately,  the  protest  fizzled  out  as  students  were  faced  with  the  hard  
choice: Complete your studies in the current year under these conditions or have to 
re- register and face the hardship of fees and living expenses for an additional year. 
The costs were high to many students: They had to stay on campus and delay going 
home for a month or two; residences were ill-equipped to deal with this situation; 
money for food ran out. In some cases, such as the University of the Western Cape, 
desperate  battles  played  out  in  the  residences.  Most  universities  completed  
the 2016 academic year one way or another, with huge strain faced by students and 
staff alike. 
 
The struggle is not yet over. While the “Fees Must Fall” movement led to a halt in 
fee increases  and  a  revision  of  the  NSFAS  system  to  accommodate  the  
“missing middle,” these gains may not be enough to satisfy the minority of students 
who — using the slogan “Free Decolonized Education for All” — have a long-term 
agenda of complete  transformation  of  the  education  system.  There  are  lessons  
that  have been learned by the student movement, including a greater realization of 
their own power to disrupt and the importance of tactical innovation in dealing with 
police and university authorities. There are also lessons that may not have been 
learned: the  need  to  maintain  unity  of  the  broadest  majority  of  students;  the  
need  to maintain   unity   of   leadership;   the   need   to   claim   victory   and   
strengthen   the movement,  rather  than  holding  out  for  something  impossible  
for  the  immediate opponent to concede. 
 
As our vice chancellor stated at the end of 2016, “The university will never be the 
same again.” Neither will civil society, nor the ANC. 
  



 

HANDOUT 4 
Protest case study: 1976 Uprising 

 
7 December 1976: This edited eye-witness account of the action by South African 
police in a township near Cape Town was written by a teacher in a letter to a 
friend in Britain – from The Guardian, reprinted 7 December 2015. 
 
MY DEAREST 
L, 
 
Hundreds  upon  hundreds  of  students  lined  Klipfontein  Road.  The  cops  had  
used force to disperse them which infuriated onlookers. Then the rock-throwing began. 
We were caught between the cop vans - a yellow HP V’wagen. A sure target. Jesus 
- I was scared. 
 
The sheer savagery of the attacks on people - children - was just too much to bear. 
Anyway, we got out of that alive. When back at school we discovered that some of 
our kids had been arrested. 
 
Rumour was rife. Kids had been shot, bitten by dogs, heaven knows what else. 
 
The  headmaster  buggers  off  home  and  leaves  me  to  carry  the  can.  Yusuf  
and  I rushed off to Athlone police station, while Stevie and Mike went back to rescue 
some more kids. Teachers from other schools were being beaten up. 
 
… 
 
Phone Athlone. Some cop says that the kids are already in the cells. What for? To 
be charged. With what? Public violence! 
 
Demanded to speak to the guy at the top who was actually prepared to listen to me. 
I argued that it was not possible for anyone to identify the owner of the hand that 
threw the stone. Not in such a crowd. Also added that I had seen myself how cops 
beat up and arrested innocent kids. He listened and let them go.



 

That was Wednesday. Yesterday things at school looked really bad. One moment 
we  had  all  five  hundred  plus  students  and  the  next  minute  not  a  single  
kid.  The headmaster stayed away - allegedly ill. So we rush down the road to 
Stevie’s Kombi. Heard that the kids were at the school annexe. Not there. Botha 
and his staff left the school premises within minutes. Mrs Klaasen (one of the 
teachers) had pulled a gun on  the  kids  (we  heard)  and  they  were  infuriated.  
They  pelted  Botha  with  eggs, tomatoes, and all the kids marched to the teacher 
training college. 
 
We rushed over there. The cops were already at the college. I went over to speak 
to the cops and received from them the assurance that they would not molest the 
kids if they marched back to high school in an orderly fashion. 
 
The  kids  sang  “We  shall  overcome”  -  Oh  yes!  along  the  route  to  the  
square  we discovered to our horror that hundreds of other kids had joined them. 
Peace still prevailed though the riot cops had arrived in all their flowered splendour. 
 
Then the riot squad moved in. They baton-charged the kids and for five minutes or 
so there was complete pandemonium. 
 
The kids carried on marching and kept saying “No violence, no violence” and moving 
each  other  along.  They  had  linked  arms  by  then.  The  cops  baton  charged  
them again. They dispersed. Whistles could be heard all over and regrouped again. 
By now the kids were really angry. They started up a chant. “We are not afraid to 
die. We shall sacrifice.” Thousands of them. 
 
… 
 
All hell broke loose. The cops dondered (hit) the kids. Some jeweller rushed out 
and shot off a gun. Two guys - construction workers I think they were, donned track 
tops and flung a piece of concrete at a cop van. 
 
Cops were beating just anyone who did not have a white skin. Back into Adderley 
Street. More beatings. More teargas. We stood in the doorway of some building. A 
teargas canister was shot right into the entrance. Some thoughtful person had left a 
bucket of water. I tore off my jersey to get to my sweaters to wet them. One for 
Hester, one for myself. More teargas. Another scramble and I felt myself going. I 



 

was tearing myself up a flight of stairs. Choking, vomiting. We had caught the full 
blast of it all. 
 
… 
 


