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Many musicians went into exile in the early 1960s. 

Some musicians left to avoid being arrested, others left in 

protest against the increasing repression and others still 

because apartheid had severely limited opportunities for 

developing their musical careers.   

MAYIBUYE CULTURAL ENSEMBLE

The ANC in exile set up the Mayibuye Cultural ensemble in London 

in1975, mainly though the efforts of Barry Feinberg, Ronny Kasrils, 

John Matshikiza, Billy Nannan and others. Mayibuye’s performances 

included a combination of narrative, poetry and song.  They drew 

largely on freedom songs such as “Nants’ indod’ emnyama Vorster, 

Thina sizwe, and Dubula ngembayimbayi. They added songs that had 

come out of the Soweto Uprisings after 1976.  Mayibuye ran for �ve 

years, raising international awareness about the struggle against 

apartheid and obtaining �nancial support for the ANC.  They also 

contributed to placing culture on the ANC’s agenda. 

AMANDLA CULTURAL ENSEMBLE

The Amandla Cultural Ensemble was set up in 1978; amongst ANC 

exiles based mainly in MK training camps in southern Africa, 

particularly in Angola.    With Jonas Gwangwa as artistic director, 

Amandla offered large-scale, professional performances, incorporating 

choral singing, jazz, theatre and dance. Its performances were also 

aimed at raising international awareness about the anti-apartheid 

struggle and bringing in funds for the ANC. It also attempted to chart 

the path for an alternative inclusive South African culture. 

MIRIAM MAKEBA

Miriam Makeba was one of the �rst musicians to go into exile. She had 

participated in the musical King Kong as well as in a documentary �lm, 

Come Back Africa, by American director Lionel Togosin. As a result of 

her participation in the documentary Makeba was harassed by the 

security police. She decided not to return to South Africa and the 

authorities revoked her passport.  She took refuge in London initially 

and, with Harry Belafonte’s assistance, immigrated to the US. In 1963 

Makeba testi�ed about apartheid at the United Nations. Her Grammy 

award-winning album produced with Harry Belafonte in 1965, 

An Evening with Belafonte/Makeba, included freedom songs such as 

To those we Love/Nongqonqo, which spoke about leaders imprisoned 

on Robben Island; Give us our land (Mabayeke), Ndodemnayama 

Verwoerd and Cannon (Mbaymbayi). Many activists have identi�ed this 

album as having been their introduction to freedom songs or as having 

played an important role in their political education. 

MUSICIANS IN EXILE

Musicians who went into exile included members of the Manhattan 

Brothers, members of the cast of King Kong, trumpeter and band 

leader, Hugh Masekela and trombonist, Jonas Gwangwa  as well 

as composer and music journalist, Todd Matshikiza, gifted pianist, 

Dollar Brand (who later changed his name to Abdullah Ibrahim), 

jazz vocalist, Sathima Bea Benjamin, vocalist Letta Mbulu, bassist 

and arranger, Caiphus Semenya, pianist Blythe Mbitjana,  singer 

Thuli Dumakude, leader of the popular Blue Notes jazz orchestra, 

Chris McGregor and several other members of the Blue Notes, 

including drummer Louis Moholo, trumpeter Mangezi Feza, bassist 

Johnny Dyani, saxophonist Dudu Pukwana, bassist Ernest Motlhe 

and drummer Makhaya Ntshoko.    

In the wake of the 1976 Soweto Uprisings a number of musicians 

�ed the country alongside political activists.  They included 

percussionist Julian Bahula and guitarist Lucky Ranku from Malombo 

Jazz Makers, Bheki Mseleku (from Spirits Rejoice). Later on vocalist, 

Pinise Saul, and jazz musician, Mervyn Afrika also went into exile.

Bahula and Ranku �ed to London where they formed a new group, 

Jabula, which was of�cially linked to the ANC.
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THE 1970S: A TURNING POINT

The 1970s witnessed a resurgence of political activity that 

included strikes and the formation of black trade unions 

as well as student and community organisations, under 

the Black Consciousness umbrella. Students from many 

schools in Soweto embarked on protests in 1976, against 

the introduction of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction 

in local schools. On the morning of 16 June 1976 an 

estimated 20,000 school pupils from various Soweto 

schools marched from their schools to the Orlando 

Stadium to take part in a protest rally called by the 

Soweto Students’ Representative Council Action 

Committee. The protests started peacefully, with the 

students singing Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika as they marched. 

Police opened �re on the students and, in a brutal 

confrontation, 23 people were killed on that day. 

Thirteen year old Hector Pieterson was one of the �rst 

pupils to be shot by the police.  The next day 1,500 

heavily armed police were deployed to Soweto and the 

con�ict escalated, resulting in an estimated 176 deaths, 

with 1,228 injuries and 1,298 people arrested. From 24 

June 1 through to September 1976 many African and 

coloured schools , as well as tertiary institutions, across 

the Cape Flats and in several other parts of the Western 

Cape embarked on protests and boycotts in solidarity 

with the Soweto students. 

When Sipho ‘Hostix’ Mabuse and his band, the Beaters, 

went on tour to neighbouring countries in 1976, they 

used their drums and ampli�er cases to smuggle youth, 

on their way to join MK or APLA, across the border. 

1970s
STEVE BIKO

Steve Biko, leader of the Black Consciousness Movement, 

had been arrested together with his friend and fellow 

black consciousness activist, Peter Jones, on 18 August 

1977 and held under section 6 of the Terrorism Act. Biko 

was held naked and manacled in a cell in Port Elizabeth 

where he suffered a severe brain injury at the hands of 

the police. He died in a prison hospital in Pretoria on 

12 September 1977.

British singer, Peter Gabriel, wrote the song Biko in 1980.

Biko

September '77

Port Elizabeth weather �ne

It was business as usual

In police room 619

Oh Biko, Biko, because Biko

Oh Biko, Biko, because Biko

Yihla Moja, Yihla Moja

The man is dead ...

Peter Gabriel (1980) 

MUSIC INSPIRED BY 
BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS 

Malombo Jazz Men, formed in the early 1960s was 

strongly in�uenced by the Black Consciousness 

Movement. The band was formed by Philip Thabane, 

Abie Cindi and Julian Bahula. Malombo Jazz Men had a 

close association with black consciousness poet, Sipho 

Sepamla. The group split up in 1965 and Bahula and 

Cindi formed the Malombo Jazz Makers with guitarist 

Lucky Ranku.  Malombo Jazz Makers played for rallies of 

the South African Students Organization, led by Steve 

Biko.  Philip Thabane teamed up with Gabriel Thobejane 

and, as Malombo, they had an important in�uence on 

progressive indigenous music in South Africa.  

Other groups inspired by black consciousness included 

Dashiki, led by poet and artist Le�� Tladi, the 

Malopoets, formed in 1978 by vocalist Patrick Sefolosha 

and guitarist Kenny Mathaba and Harari, the Afro-rock 

band, originally formed in 1968 as the Beaters, with 

Selby Ntubi, Sipho ‘Hotstix’ Mabuse and Alec Khaoli. 

These groups combined jazz, traditional African music 

and poetry.  

SOWETO BLUES
The children got a letter from the master 

It said: no more Xhosa, Sotho, no more Zulu. 

Refusing to comply they sent an answer 

That's when the policemen came to the rescue 

Children were dying bullets �ying 

The mothers screaming and crying …

Miriam Makeba & Hugh Masekela

Soweto 1976 students marching in protest
UWC - Robben Island Museum Mayibuye Archives

Soweto 1976 police shooting at protesting students
UWC - Robben Island Museum Mayibuye Archives

Sipho Hotstix Mabuse
photographer: Steve Gordon 1985
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A DECADE OF MASS ACTION

The 1980s witnessed school boycotts, student protests, de�ance 

campaigns, the formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF), in 

1983, and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), in 

1985, and the emergence of the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM) 

in 1989, based mainly on an alliance between the UDF and COSATU.

The UDF was launched on 20 August 1983 in a community hall in 

Rocklands, Mitchell’s Plain, bringing together civic, youth, student, 

women’s, sports and faith organizations as well as a number of trade 

unions, into a united front against apartheid oppression. In the Western 

Cape Johny Issel, organizer for the community newspaper, Grassroots, 

played a leading role in the planning and organizing of the UDF launch. 

These [UDF] comrades came from all walks. There were workers 

and professionals. Students and unemployed. Housewives and 

academics. Revolutionaries and clerics. One of our songs said: 

“die hondjies en die katjies” were also in the struggle – all united 

in opposition to the sham apartheid constitutional proposals. 
Johnny Issel, 2003

‘MANNENBERG IS WHERE IT’S 
HAPPENING’

A composition by Abdullah Ibrahim, Robbie Jansen, Basil Coetzee, 

Monty Weber, Morris Goldberg and Paul Michaels in 1974, Mannenberg 

became the anthem of the UDF and featured at many protest 

gatherings and rallies. The full title, Mannenberg – Is Where Its 

Happening, also raises issues around forced removals to the Cape Flats. 

There is, seemingly, nothing angry about it, nothing that would 

inspire people to stand up to the teargas, whips, and bullets of 

the apartheid state.  And, yet, it did just that. …They made the 

hit an anthem by placing it at the musical center of countless 

anti-apartheid rallies, demonstrations, and bene�t concerts 

throughout the 1980s. 
John Edward Mason (2007)
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1980s
STUDENT AND YOUTH PROTESTS

In 1980 the Committee of 81, a committee of representatives from 

schools in the Western Cape, which worked in alliance with teachers 

and parents committees, organized a school boycott across the 

province. The boycotts spread to other parts of the country. 

During the 1980s the Congress of SA Students and the Azanian 

Students Movements were active in leading student struggles 

against the high failure rates, corporal punishment, age restrictions 

and shortage of teachers and equipment. 

The government responded to the protests with arrests, detentions 

and states of emergency. In the ‘Trojan Horse incident’ police hiding 

in the back of a railway truck opened �re on school pupils in 

Athlone, killing Jonathan Claasen, Shaun Magmoed and Michael 

Miranda. Many youth in the Cape joined the armed struggle during 

the 1980s. Youth in Bonteheuwel formed the Bonteheuwel Military 

Wing in response to police harassment. There were several incidents 

of police killings of youth activists, including the killing of the 

Gugulethu Seven, and of Ashley Kriel, Anton Fransch and others. 

‘ANOTHER BRICK IN THE WALL’

A Pink Floyd song of 1979, Another Brick in the Wall, a protest 

against the rigidity of the schooling system in the United Kingdom, 

became popular during the South African schools’ boycotts of the 

1980s.  

It’s funny how much I remember of that day, like being 

tear-gassed, the security guy moving his gun across the 

crowd…And as I jumped onto the last fence they were 

standing on a Casper with their guns pointed at us. Most 

people don’t know this about a rubber bullet but it is actually 

a hell of a rock-solid rubber. And they missed but a piece of 

vibracrete broke out of the wall. And I was like Sh.., if that 

had hit my head I would be gone.
Interview with Emile Jansen

UDF meeting Cape Town 1985
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UDF Launch - Brass
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Commemoration poster Ashley Kriel
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Student protest in Athlone 1985
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Unrest Hewat training college Belgravia, Athlone 1985
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Protest UWC 1985
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Crossroads vigilante attacks woman and children running
UWC-Robben Island Museum Mayibuye Archives

Police attack protestors
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Funeral Gugulethu 7
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Protesters and police clashing 1985
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Protestors and police with dogs 1980s
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Youth protest Athlone Cape Town 1980s
UWC-Robben Island Museum Mayibuye Archives

Students and police walking in Kromboom road Athlone
UWC-Robben Island Museum Mayibuye Archives

Student protest Wynberg
UWC-Robben Island Museum Mayibuye Archives
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Cape Town band, The Genuines, with Ian Herman, 

Hilton Schilder, Gerard O’Brien and Mac McKenzie, who 

have been described as blending jazz, classic rock, punk, 

reggae, ghoema and other musical styles, had a song 

entitled Die Struggle, in the 1980s. They played bene�t 

concerts to raise funds for the families of workers on 

strike and also performed at many political rallies.

DIE STRUGGLE
O, die struggle, hy druk ons vas in 'n hoekie 

hy skiet ons met die masjien 

tot by my mamma se voordeur 

wa'ever ek gaan, da' dja jy my 

hy doenit weer, hy doenit weer, hy doenit weer, … 
(1980s)

Another group with a strong political message in the 

1980s was Stimela, a group with roots in the 1970s, 

formed by Ray Phiri. One of their tracks, Whispers In 

The Deep, also called Phinda Mzala, was restricted for 

broadcast by the South African Broadcasting 

Corporation. In Cape Town, Basil Coetzee with his 

group, Sabenza, often performed music with a political 

message. Brenda Fassie in partnership with her 

producer and songwriter, Sello ‘Chicco’ Twala, released 

an album, Too Late for Mama, in 1988, which included 

songs with an overt political message, such as Black 

President and Shoot them before they grow. 

Look brother. The apartheid system would push 

us in different boxes. Xhosa, Soto, brown, white 

and so on. But we believe we are one. We are all 

South Africans and via our music, we try to give 

that message. 
Basil Coetzee (1987)

AFRIKAANS MUSIC MOVEMENT

The late 1980s saw the emergence of an alternative 

Afrikaans Music Movement in the form of the Voëlvry 

musicians, led by singer and songwriter, Johannes 

Kerkorrel. With a band called the Gereformeerde Blues 

Band as the main act, Voëlvry toured the country in 1989, 

singing lyrics that were a critical satire on the apartheid 

system and white middle-class values.   Their songs 

included Hou My Vas Korporaal.

HOU MY VAS, KORPORAAL - LYRICS
Hou my vas, korporaal

Hold me tight corporal

Ek’s ‘n kind skoon verdwaal

I’m a child completely lost

Gaan ek weer my tjerrie sien

Am I going to  see my girlfriend again

As ek van die trein afklim? ...

When I get off the train? ..... 

Bernoldus Niemand, 1984

END CONSCRIPTION 
CAMPAIGN 

The End Conscription Campaign (ECC) was formed in 

1983.  In 1986 Shifty Records released an album in 

collaboration with the ECC, called Forces Favourites, 

after a radio programme that sent greetings to troops 

on the border. Forces Favourite’ included artists such as 

Roger Lucey and Jennifer Ferguson. Kalahari Surfers, set 

up by Warrick Sony in Cape Town in 1982, performed at 

several ECC concerts. According to Sony, the Kalahari 

Surfers were “an expression of an average white middle 

class teen's rage against the injustices of that system”.  

Kalahari Surfers �rst release was a home-recorded 

cassette entitled Gross National Product. Their music 

was steeped in political satire.

MUSIC
OF THE 1980s
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