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‘A qualitatively new stage of their struggle…’  

The Soweto Uprising, 16 June 1976, in International Broadcasting 

Nicholas J. Cull, University of Southern California 

 

On 16 June 1976 the school children of the black South African township of Soweto gathered in the 

streets to protest new education policies of the white minority government including a requirement to 

study in the Afrikaans language.   As the protest escalated the white police force reacted with 

ruthless brutality, opening fire on protestors.  Over 176 people – including many children – died.  The 

protest spread to other parts of the country pitching South Africa into weeks of unrest and driving 

thousands of young people into exile.  The Soweto Rising is now understood as a pivotal moment in 

South African history: a moment when the reinvigoration of black politics led by Steve Biko and 

others became visible on the international stage and in the same instant the full repressiveness and 

cruelty of the Pretoria government became equally visible.  South Africa would never be the same 

again.  But how did the international media react to the story?  The coverage of the BBC is well 

remembered, but what of the media of the Eastern bloc documented by the BBC Monitoring Service 

and what of South Africa’s own radio station?  These sources have particular significance given that 

they were prominent among those actually available to audiences within the region.   South Africa 

itself was heavily dependent on radio and had only launched its television service in January of 

1976.  Even a cursory reading of the transcripts generated at the time reveals one thing clearly: 

Soweto was recognized by the eastern-bloc media as a turning point even as it was happening.  It 

marked – as Radio Moscow put it – ‘A qualitatively new stage of their struggle…’ 

 

TASS and Radio Moscow (English to Africa) 

The first Eastern Bloc commentary on Soweto recorded by the BBCMS was on TASS news wire.  At 

16.00 GMT, just a few hours into the rising, a TASS report from London noted students were striking 

in the Soweto ‘ghetto’ and two had been killed by police.  TASS’s first report from the region came 

from Maputo (Mozambique) and compared the event to the momentous Sharpeville massacre of 

1960 which had done so much to attract international attention to the issue of South Africa in the first 

place.  It reported 35 were dead and 220 injured.   In the days which followed TASS added detail 

including outraged responses of international commentators like Jesse Jackson and UN Secretary 

General Kurt Waldheim, but their output was, as one might expect, swiftly surpassed by that of 

Radio Moscow’s English service to Africa. 

 

Radio Moscow English to Africa carried news of the unrest in Soweto on 16 June as the tenth item 

on the news at 18.30 GMT.  The item estimated that some 10,000 had taken part in the protest and 



2 

 

at least six had been killed.  The bulletin included statements from two of the ANC’s representatives 

in Moscow (identified as Sember and Kobi) condemning the cause of the protest: South Africa’s new 

‘Bantu’ education policies.  On the following day at 15.00 GMT the service presented a special news 

feature on the rising.  This was carefully scripted with an introduction of drums and an alternation of 

male and female narrators to tell the story.  The broadcast included an official statement form the 

Kremlin’s liaison to the ANC, Vladimir Shubin, which located the rising in the tradition of Nelson 

Mandela, Walter Sisulu and Govan Mbeki and promised that victory would come.  Later that same 

evening (16.30) the commentator Fedorov  spoke about the rising, condemning the ’murder of 

school children…’ and observing ‘In South Africa human existence is a privilege of whites only…’  

He saw hope in the report that some whites were protesting too. 

 

In the following days Radio Moscow opened its rhetorical floodgate.  On 20 June Vladimir Petrov 

noted: ‘If a regime is inhuman, forces will arise which will put an end…’
i
  On 23 June he emphasized 

the momentous nature of the event:  ‘The name of the Soweto township will be written down in the 

history of the national liberation movement in Africa.  It will be a symbol of the courage of the 

oppressed who challenged their exploiters even when death stood in their way… a qualitatively new 

stage of their struggle.’
ii
  Beyond the impressive rhetorical support Radio Moscow also worked to 

relay the outrage of the world’s media
iii
 and global protests including in the US and UK.  Alekey 

Nikolayev noted on 22 June: ‘The ship of apartheid has sprung a leak… the day is near when the 

ship will finally sink.’
iv
 

 

Radio Moscow’s other services 

Radio Moscow’s French and Portuguese service to Africa followed in a similar vein and used much 

of the same material in translation.  The French service’s earliest treatment of Soweto was on the 

day of the rising in a commentary by Petrov at 15.00 GMT which spoke of the world’s ‘overflowing… 

anger’ at South African racists ‘whose hands are red with the blood of the African school children.’  It 

used such emotive terms as ‘infanticide’ and ‘barbarous.’  Other early comments included English 

language remarks from the ANC’s John Adeba who pledged ‘the people will win…’
v
  As coverage 

developed the targets broadened from just the Pretoria government to the wider array of western 

governments who variously supported or tolerated the regime.  On 21 June alone Radio Moscow’s 

Swahili service could point to the failure of the US to postpone the meeting between South Africa’s 

prime minister, Vorster, and Secretary of State Kissinger in Bonn; the collaboration between the 

South African Bureau of State Security (BOSS) and Scotland Yard and an editorial in the London 

Daily Mail calling for continued relations between the UK and the Boers of South Africa. 
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The East German and Czech Media 

The East German media reflected largely the same themes as those found in Moscow.  The state 

news service – ADN – was eloquent noting: ‘South Africa is a volcano.  When it erupts the liberated 

strength of its people will destroy the white racists.’
vi
 The DDR’s committee on human rights called 

the repression of the rising ‘a new link in the chain of crimes against humanity.’
vii

  Some items 

reflected the distinctiveness of East German life, like the item on 20 June publicizing the resolution 

of the synod of the Evangelical Union Church protesting the ‘gory racist terror.’
 viii

   The Voice of the 

GDR also included a religious angle, quoting a long letter from the Anglican Dean of Johannesburg 

to Prime Minister Vorster requesting the abolishing of Apartheid.  Vorster rejected the dean as a 

‘Communist agitator.’
ix
   VoGDR coverage noted the on-going links between western governments 

and South Africa, singling out France and the USA, and also condemning South African aid to 

Israel.
x
   Czech Coverage had similar themes but struck a more doctrinaire tone.  The 

Vorster/Kissinger summit sparked particular ire.
xi
  A broadcast of 21 June drew explicit parallels 

between the situation in Israel and South Africa, noting: ‘The Soweto massacre followed Vorster’s 

visit to Israel… Contacts with racist regimes are attempts to buy time.  The racist rulers are in 

desperation.’
xii

 

 

Radio Beijing 

The outlier in Communist Bloc coverage was – as might be expected – Radio Beijing.   One feature 

of the coverage was its initial delay.  There is nothing in the BBC’s transcripts regarding Soweto until 

19 June when the station carried a report of African protests at the UN in New York.
xiii

  The following 

day – 20 June, four days into the rising – Beijing broadcast its first commentary on the story 

proclaiming ‘sanguinary suppression cannot extinguish the flames of struggle.’  Setting out the 

context of the rising in school protests the commentary observed ‘a gigantic struggle against racism 

is now in full swing.’  It predicted that the events would strengthen resistance and ‘accelerate the 

doom’ of the Apartheid regime.
xiv

  Coverage continued with reporting of events at the UN Security 

Council’s emergency meeting, especially the speech by China’s ambassador to the UN Lai Ya-Li, 

who stressed the parallels to Sharpeville.
xv

  Major themes in Beijing’s coverage included global 

solidarity.  Beijing reported public protests in France, Germany and Australia, and press statements 

of solidarity from North Korea.
xvi

  Beijing’s coverage gave greater time to the positions and 

spokesmen of the Pan Africanist Congress,
xvii

 reflecting (and doubtless contributing to) a perception 

that the ANC was Moscow’s proxy in the struggle. 

 

Radio South Africa 
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What then was the reaction of the media in South Africa itself?  Radio South Africa was not slow to 

report the rising.  In its 11am bulletin (GMT) on 16 June it noted ‘2 killed as 10,000 students riot’ and 

that the police had fired into the air and retreated.  The government position kicked in during the 

course of the day.  The bulletin at 16.00 noted that of the five dead, three were white bystanders.  

Subsequent broadcasts displayed an attempt to find an advantageous frame.  The first evening 

(21:00) focused on shock.  The chief of police, Jim Kruger framed the rising as a ‘gang on the 

rampage’ and spoke of ‘adults moving among students’ to instigate the protest.  White victimhood 

was placed front and center.  One white man was reported as ‘hacked to death.’  Two white nuns 

and four female social workers were among the injured.  On day two the frame was negative, 

emphasizing on-going rioting and looting, the destruction of all public buildings and a death-toll 

which stood at 21 and was expected to rise. 
xviii

  By later that afternoon there was an attempt at a 

positive spin noting that most blacks had avoided the riots and that some blacks had defied their 

own community and rescued whites from the carnage.
xix

  The frame for day three was victory.  The 

early bulletin declared that the police were now in complete control.
xx

  By the middle of the day, 

along with news that all non-sporting gatherings had been banned, the South African government 

launched a narrative which laid the blame on ‘outside intervention.’  The storyline was suspiciously 

cohesive: South Africa was ‘under attack’ because it was a ‘force of stability’ in its region mediating 

between black and white and resisting communism.  The rising had been timed to sink Vorster’s up-

coming talks with Kissinger and had nothing to do with the attempt to promote Afrikaans in the 

classroom.
xxi

  This analysis became the enduring government version of events.  The other feature 

of RSA’s coverage was to minimize the death toll.  On 25 June the station disputed the claim that 

700 had died in the rising insisting that the true figure was only 176.
xxii

 

 

Collateral Materials 

Part of the value of any archival source is the collateral material which turns up next to the stories 

the historian is pursuing.  The BBC’s Soweto materials are no exception.  Snippets in surrounding 

bulletins include stories about US arms sales in Kenya, arranged by one Donald Rumsfeld, and on 

British mercenaries – fresh from deployment in Northern Ireland – serving in Rhodesia.
xxiii

  The 

material illuminating Sino-Soviet tensions is especially revealing.  Radio Moscow Swahili noted the 

tenth anniversary of the beginning of the Cultural Revolution and China’s moves to assert itself, 

citing the Chinese claim to the Spratly Islands off the coast of the Philippines as evidence.
xxiv

  It is 

also fascinating to see China’s attempts to curry favor more broadly.  Its news broadcasts often 

reported examples of sport diplomacy mentioning African teams visiting China and Chinese athletes 

on tour.  Coverage focused on warm exchanges of applause and never mentioned the final score.
xxv

  

It is shocking to see from the materials how soon after the repression of the rising the South Africans 

played host to New Zealand’s prestigious ‘All Black’ national rugby squad: they landed on 25 
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June.
xxvi

  The international anger which rocked that summer’s Montreal Olympic games and the 

extension of the world sporting boycott to New Zealand seem all the more understandable. 

Conclusion: The Eastern Bloc and the Liberation of South Africa 

Taking the Warsaw Pact’s broadcasting collectively the coverage of Soweto shows how the Eastern 

Bloc was able to be of value to the liberation movements in Southern Africa.  Their broadcasts not 

only relayed news and supportive statements to the region but they included African voices and the 

statements of African media.  The United Nations was placed centrally in reporting as the legitimate 

global forum for deliberation and collective leadership.  The Eastern governments were represented 

as allies but they were never allowed to appear to be to actively supporting the ANC.  The ANC was 

presented as its own instrument or as an extension of the African people not as a creature of the 

Kremlin.  Conversely the South African government was presented as closely connected to the 

Western European governments.  All in all the Eastern European stations served as substitutes for 

free media in South Africa (or in the jargon of American international broadcasting, surrogates).   

 

The coverage had its implications for the development of events in South Africa.  The killing of 

children was an absolute moral outrage which marked the transition of the Pretoria regime beyond 

the pale of acceptability.  The scale of the coverage underlined the global interest in South African 

affairs.  The Eastern Bloc’s palpable partiality to the ANC rather than the PAC or any other actor in 

the struggle served to reinforce the west’s determination to find someone other than the ANC to 

support.  Beijing’s output shows a reluctance to say too much and an emphasis on the hedging of 

bets.  South Africa’s own output reveals the extent to which that country had parted company from 

reality and was bent on a course of collective wishful thinking.  While the US and UK government 

were tainted in African eyes by their support for Pretoria, the coverage of civil society’s sympathy 

underlined the good will of their wider populations and left the way open for future dealings. 

 

The run of transcripts reveals some surprising omissions.  It is remarkable that at no point in the 

Eastern coverage of Soweto is the existence of the Black Consciousness movement or the role of 

Steve Biko mentioned. The omission might be a symptom of the close relationship between Moscow 

and the ANC, though there was little coverage of Biko in the western media at this stage either.  He 

took off as a character only at the time of his death in September 1977 and partly because of it.  It is 

also interesting to note that Nelson Mandela was not a figure in the reporting either.  His renewed 

centrality in coverage of South Africa may be traced to the campaign around the celebration of his 

sixtieth birthday in 1978, and the recognition of the value in expressing the whole situation in South 

Africa in terms of one man’s suffering.   
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The vigor and eloquence of Eastern European commentary on Soweto has its own meaning.  The 

writers and journalists of the East were well aware of the shortcomings of their societies.  Eight years 

previously they had had to turn a blind eye to Soviet tanks on the streets of Prague and they lived in 

the shadow of surveillance and repression, yet coverage of Soweto gave them a chance to be on 

what was manifestly the right side of history: to condemn child murder and a police state, and cheer 

democracy and the will of the people.  The strength of their solidarity and feeling is evident in the 

transcripts as it was to their listeners. 

 

This broadcasting solidarity is only one aspect of the way in which the Eastern Bloc supported the 

ANC.  The ANC archive reveals immense logistical support and training.  The ANC’s own radio 

station and journal were housed in East Berlin.  An essential element in the ANC’s durability was its 

East German-made structure. But there was a price to be paid for this support.  While it helped the 

ANC outpace its less well organized rival, the PAC, it also played into the propaganda narratives of 

the west and of the South African government itself.  Pretoria argued that the liberation struggle was 

not a campaign for racial justice in South Africa but a cynical extension of the Cold War.  They 

argued that support for their regime was support for regional stability and that by holding the line for 

the ancestral ‘rights’ of Afrikaaners the Pretoria government was doing the world a favor and serving 

as a bulwark (perhaps the bulwark) against communism.  The final irony of the Eastern Bloc 

solidarity with the liberation struggle so eloquently expressed in the coverage of Soweto is that the 

last favor which the Eastern regimes did was to change at the critical moment.  The fall of 

Communism provided Pretoria with an opportunity to claim that their role as a rock withstanding a 

Red tide was ending and a moment had come when it was safe to negotiate and to compromise 

even with the ANC.  This compromise at last opened the door to the abandonment of Apartheid, the 

advent of democracy in South Africa and the fulfillment of the cause articulated so powerfully on the 

streets of Soweto in June 1976. 
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 Moscow English to Africa, 20/6/76, (15:00) commentary V. Petrov. 
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 23/6/76 (18:30) commentary (V. Petrov). 
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 See for example Moscow English to Africa, 18/6/76, (13:00) commentary: Dunayev. 
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 ADN wire, 20/6/76 (06:23). 
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 ADN wire, 21/6/76 (17:50) 
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 VoGDR, 27/6/76. 
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 Radio Prague, 23/6/1976 (17:30)  
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 Radio Prague, 21/6/76 (17:30) 
xiii

 NCNA in English, 19/06/76, (15:00) 
xiv

 NCNA in English, 20/06/76, (12:45) 
xv

 NCNA in English, 20/06/76, (16:30) 
xvi

 NCNA in English, 21/06/76, (15:58) on North Korea; 22/06/76, (13:01) on Australia and (13:13) on 
Paris; 23/06/76, (12:18) on protests in West Germany. 
xvii

 See for example NCNA (English) 20/06/76 and 23/06/76. 
xviii

 RSA 17/6/76, (13:00) 
xix

 RSA 17/6/76, (16:00) 
xx

 RSA 18/6/76, (3:00) 
xxi

 RSA 18/6/76, (11:00) 
xxii

 RSA 25/6/76, (16:00) 
xxiii

 Moscow English to Africa 3/06/76 
xxiv

 Radio Moscow (Swahili), 19/06/76 
xxv

 See for example the China/Uganda handball match covered on NCNA (English) 19/06/76, (18:26) and 
Chinese handball visit to Senegal reported on 22/06/76. 
xxvi

 RSA 25 June 1976 (16:00) 


