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Any	  suffering	  we	  experienced	  was	  made	  much	  more	  real	  by	  song	  and	  rhythm	  [which	  promotes]	  a	  

culture	  of	  defiance,	  self-‐assertion	  and	  group	  pride	  and	  solidarity. 	  
(Steve	  Biko,	  died	  in	  detention	  at	  Pretoria	  Central	  prison)	  

	  
Music	  was	  a	  critical	  force	  for	  resistance	  and	  propelling	  social	  change	  in	  the	  anti-‐apartheid	  
struggle	  in	  South	  Africa	  (1948-‐94).	  Against	  a	  backdrop	  of	  popular	  uprisings	  and	  violent	  
protests,	  music	  became	  an	  integral	  part	  of	  the	  liberation	  movement,	  tracing	  the	  history	  of	  
the	  struggle	  for	  democracy	  and	  racial	  equality,	  and	  evolving	  in	  response	  to	  the	  changing	  
political	  climate	  and	  conditions	  across	  the	  country.	  Drawing	  on	  the	  wider	  socio-‐political	  
context,	  together	  with	  new	  first-‐hand	  interviews	  with	  surviving	  struggle	  veterans	  and	  song	  
recordings,	  this	  paper	  explores	  how	  popular	  song	  provided	  the	  voice	  of	  defiance	  and	  protest	  
in	  the	  freedom	  struggle	  that	  fuelled	  the	  people,	  transcending	  political,	  linguistic	  and	  ethnic	  
differences	  to	  unite	  an	  oppressed	  people	  against	  a	  common	  enemy.	  First,	  the	  evolution	  of	  
so-‐called	  ‘freedom	  songs’	  will	  be	  traced	  to	  consider	  how	  music	  was	  introduced	  in	  the	  
struggle	  as	  a	  mode	  of	  critique	  and	  a	  strategy	  for	  peacefully	  undermining	  the	  white	  
supremacist	  government’s	  dominance.	  Second,	  the	  impact	  of	  intensified	  racial	  violence	  by	  
the	  apartheid	  regime	  on	  the	  musical	  repertories	  evolving	  in	  tandem	  to	  propel	  change	  will	  be	  
considered.	  Lastly,	  the	  role	  of	  women	  in	  the	  movement	  will	  be	  examined	  to	  ask	  how	  music	  
was	  used	  as	  an	  identity	  for	  female	  activists	  to	  protest	  the	  oppression	  of	  women	  and	  gender	  
inequality,	  with	  a	  specific	  women’s	  musical	  repertory	  communicating	  a	  female	  perspective	  
on	  the	  struggle.	  These	  South	  African	  models	  of	  musical	  resistance	  to	  mass	  violence	  and	  to	  
advance	  social	  change	  raise	  broader	  questions	  for	  research	  into	  the	  uses	  of	  music	  by	  
individuals	  suffering	  and	  protesting	  the	  violation	  of	  human	  rights	  under	  oppressive	  regimes	  
at	  the	  intersections	  of	  race,	  politics,	  violence,	  trauma,	  gender	  and	  human	  rights.	  
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