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Student Protests 2015,2016 –
and 2017?
For two years, South Africa has seen mass

er on, buildings are looted. Not much of the

student protests. How did they shape the

DA’s protests’ peacefulness and organisa-

country? What did they achieve? And how

tion can be found here.

will the movement evolve in the academic
year 2017 that has just started?

The methods of the different groups of
protesters are different, just as their

23 September 2016: About a hundred stu-

ideologies and demands. Yet one thing

dents of South Africa‘s biggest opposition

is clear: South Africa’s young popula-

party, the Democratic Alliance (DA), have

tion is dissatisfied. Even though the mass

gathered on Church Square, in the centre of

protests started off among students, repre-

Pretoria, to occupy the National Treasury.

sentatives of the DA, the EFF, and experts

On their banners, they call for “free educa-

all agree that much more is at stake than

tion for the poor”. Everything goes as

higher education policies. The „born free“

planned. Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan

generation is dissatisfied with the slow pace

addresses the students and explains why

of economic and social transformation since

the budget currently does not allow for free

the end of apartheid.1

education. The students then leave the
building to celebrate their success.

It all began with a statue

The DA is perfectly organised. The party’s

When EFF student leader Mosibudi „Rassie“

jurists have made sure that nobody could

Rasethaba thinks back to the beginnings of

get arrested. Photographers watch that dif-

the protests two years ago, he sounds al-

ferent sexes and races are represented on

most nostalgic.2 Back then, black and white

their pictures. Participating students are

people of different ideological and social

provided with lunch. They are asked not to

backgrounds marched together. Public opin-

use the term “occupy” on social media, in

ion was still in favour of the protesters. Me-

order not to alienate the white middle class,

dia, university staff and even some mem-

which constitutes one of the DA’s most im-

bers of government sympathised with the

portant voter bases.

students.

The same place, six weeks later: Church

Back then, in March 2015, students of the

Square, and with it the capital’s entire city

prestigious University of Cape Town started

centre, are covered in red. The left-wing

to protest for the removal of a statue of

populist Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF)

Cecil Rhodes, a nineteenth century British

have announced a “Day of Action”. Several

imperialist (#rhodesmustfall). Soon af-

thousands of people have gathered to call

terwards, the university management gave

for free education for all (n.b. not only the

in. The statue was removed from campus.

poor), as well as the resignation of President Jacob Zuma. People sing, dance, clap

But that was only the beginning of a wave

and shout. A restaurant owner closes his

of protests that should soon affect the en-

place, as a group of about fifteen protesters

tire country.

appears on the other end of the street. Lat-

In October of the same year, students in

universities. Kwena from the DA is not con-

Johannesburg started to protest for lower

vinced by this theory: the same media that

tuition fees (#feesmustfall). More de-

supported #feesmustfall in 2015 turned

mands were soon to be found: President

against it in 2016, most notably because of

Zuma should step down (#zumamustfall)

the violence.

and Afrikaans should no longer be a language of tuition (#afrikaansmustfall).

Rassie identifies a further reason for the
shrinking number of protesters in the ideo-

Yet the diversification of the students’ de-

logical growth of the “fallist” movement. Ac-

mands was not to be the only development

cording to him, the fact that not everybody

the movement should make in the course of

supports this ideology focusing on free

the past two years. The demonstrations be-

higher education and “decolonisation” of

came increasingly violent. Kwena Moloto,

universities is the price one has to pay. For

student leader of the DA, blames the frus-

Kwena the opposite is the case: the move-

tration of the young black population,

ment unnecessarily narrowed its ideology

whose situation has not sufficiently im-

and thereby alienated more and more sup-

proved under the African National Congress

porters.

(ANC) government since 1994.3 The Africa
correspondent of the French newspaper Le

2016 was characterised by mass protests

Monde, who is also present at the EFF „Day

representing diverse ideological positions, to

of Action“, points to the ideology of “Toyi

the extent that Prof. Christi van der

Toyi”.4 During the struggle against the

Westhuizen, author and sociologist at the

apartheid regime, the population had

University of Pretoria, suggests one should

learned that nothing could be achieved

speak of „protest movements“ rather than

without violence.

„movement“. 7 These include, most prominently, anti-racist, black feminist and queer

Rassie from the EFF seems to confirm this.

groupings, in tension with black nationalist

According to him, nothing substantial has

patriarchal patriarchal elements. According

ever been achieved with peaceful means.

to Prof. van der Westhuizen, the largest

However, he sees the main cause of the

part of this new, heterogeneous political

eruption of violence in the increasing de-

class that emerged from the protests would

ployment of police and private security forc-

emphasise the inclusion of marginalised

es on campuses. This thesis is supported by

groups.

several social scientists. A circle of violence
would emerge between security forces and

Yet Prof. van der Westhuizen also points to

protesters, in the course of which both sides

another, smaller part of the movement that

would increasingly radicalise themselves.5

displayed an anti-democratic discourse. Ad-

On the other hand, Adam Habib, Vice Chan-

herents of this stream act as if the apart-

cellor and Principal of the University of the

heid regime was still in place. They are disil-

Witwatersrand and one of the country’s

lusioned with democracy (a global trend,

leading intellectuals, argues that he only

yet according to Prof. van der Westhuizen

ever called the police after protests had

particularly worrying in South Africa, as the

turned violent.6

democracy is a mere 23 years old). Instead
of including everybody, this group follows a

The media, political parties and the frag-

narrow form of racial nationalism and a uto-

mentation of the protest movement

pian version of Pan-Africanism. This is another hint to the heterogeneous nature of

Another trend to be observed during the

the protest movement.

last two years is the fact that the number of
participating students continuously declined.

Within this fragmentation, another trend

One of the reasons for this is increasingly

can be observed the increasing influence of

critical public opinion. Rassie from the EFF

political parties. According to Prof. van der

blames the media, which according to him

Westhuizen all parties wanted to benefit

are controlled by same rich people as the

from the mass movement. This process,

which has started in 2015, was consolidated

ent university culture, and how well this

in 2016.8 Especially the EFF were able to

would work.

profit by the protests, which Rassie attributes to ideological similarities and mobilisa-

Moreover, Rassie mentions changes on a

tion capacities.

subtler level. He noticed that black students
from poor rural regions now participate in

However, not only did the parties influence

class more actively and with more con-

the protests, the protests also influenced

sciousness. This effect would go beyond

the parties. Kwena points out that they re-

universities: Even school children now dare

vealed the hypocrisy of the ANC, while at

to take the streets for their interests, as il-

the same time pushing the DA’s youth and

lustrated by black girls who perceived it as

students organisations to the left. For

racist that they were not allowed to wear

Rassie, on the other hand, the EFF learned

certain hairstyles.

from the decolonisation movement to incorporate more non-western thinkers such as

New debates on the table

Frantz Fanon or Steve Biko into their ideology, in addition to European philosophers

Higher education has long been neglected in

such as Karl Marx.

South Africa. The budget for tertiary institutions corresponds to 0.74 percent of the

Successes and failures of the “fallists”

Gross Domestic Product. In Germany, this
number is at 1.31 percent and in South Af-

The protesting students had a number of

rica’s neighbouring countries even at 2.32

objectives. The most obvious of them, lower

percent on average.10

or no tuition fees, has not been achieved.
However, fees did not increase in 2015 and

Thanks to the protests, the issue now has

only for students coming from rich back-

the public attention it deserves. In the fu-

grounds in 2016. President Zuma mandated

ture, politicians will have to take the stu-

a commission to develop models for afford-

dents’ interests seriously. Around the issue

able access to universities. Yet the publica-

of “decolonisation” of universities, South

tion of the final report has been postponed

Africa has seen the emergence of a new de-

several times, currently until June 2017.

bate and a process of reform, which could

Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan announced

potentially inspire countries all over Africa

that the budget for higher education would

and in the global South.

be increased by 16 billion Rand (approximately 1.1 billion Euros) over the next three
years.

9

According to Rassie, one of the fallists’ success was to “demystify the rainbow nation”.
Problems that were seen as taboo after the

Contrary to the issue of fees, which can

end of apartheid can now be raised again.

be evaluated differently, Rassie, Kwena

Those include land reform, but also other

and Prof. van der Westhuizen all agree

aspects of South Africa’s structural inequali-

that the protests initiated an important

ty. Moreover, the protests would prove the

process of “decolonising” at university

increasing demand for transparency and ac-

level. Almost all South African institutions

countability.

are currently revising their curricula. Policies
relating to harassment and racism are also

Thus new debates are on the table, which

under review. Cleaning and security per-

will shape South Africa in the coming years.

sonnel have been insourced by universities

According to Prof. van der Westhuizen, the

to protect them from the vulnerability of

big issue for the “born free” generation is

external agencies. Furthermore, the Univer-

the actualisation of promises made after the

sity of Pretoria has announced that it would

end of apartheid. In a sense then, the pro-

phase out Afrikaans as a language of tuition

tests insert themselves in a wider social

over the next years. The next years will

context and a political challenge that go far

show whether South Africa manages to

beyond higher education policies.

build up a non-western oriented, independ-

And 2017?

debates. They addressed forms of discrimination that for long have not been recog-

According to Rassie, 2017 will be a decisive

nised. This has repoliticised the country,

year for the “fallist” movement. On the one

and especially the youth, or, to put it in

hand, it will be about winning back public

Rassie’s words: “The protests have forced

opinion. On the other, it will be about com-

South Africa to introspect.”

bining the dissatisfaction of the students,
the rural population and the working class
into one national protest movement. Rassie
is member of the national leadership of
#feesmustfall. Even though he cannot
speak about details, he is ready to reveal
some elements of the strategy for 2017: a
charter on the ideology of the fallist movement should be written; protests should be
carried out of the campuses onto the
streets; and students should engage in
community work to educate the nonacademic population about political issues.
However, Rassie also expects violence to
increase further. According to him, the
higher the pressure on the state, the
stronger its retaliation.
Kwena, too, predicts further protests. Yet
he believes that the “fallist” ideology already excludes too many people and interests for it to grow again.
“South Africa has been forced to introspect”

It is yet to early to draw conclusions from
the “must fall” protests. The developments
of the last two years bear risks as well as
chances. The risks include a rise of populism, increasing violence, shrinking
readiness to compromise and tensions
between different communities. The
economic gains of increased access to universities are also questionable, as unemployment among university graduates is on
the rise. What the South African job market
would need is more graduates from technical and vocational colleges.
Nevertheless, the opportunities seem to
outweigh the risks: more access to universities for the youth from poor backgrounds;
reformed curricula tailor-made for the South
African context; more attention for the next
generation’s interests; higher confidence of
historically marginalised groups. Most importantly, however, the protests raised new
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