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The observation of African Youth Day 
this month throughout the world African 
community to mark the Soweto Uprising, 
1976 June 16, again provides us with a 
focused opportunity to pay hommage to the 
courageous students of Soweto, whose 
struggle and sacrifice for freedom offer an 
important mirror and model for youth and 
all of us everywhere. In their heroic rising in 
revolt against apartheid and taking the lead 
at a critical moment in the history of the 
South African liberation movement, they 
fought not only for a better education for 
themselves, but also for the right of the 
South African people to live free and 
dignity-affirming lives and to forge their 
future in their own image and interests. 
Moreover, such an observance also provides 
us with an excellent opportunity to 
remember and reaffirm in special ways the 
essentiality of young people to the good life 
we all deserve to live, to the lasting legacy 
we want to leave, and to the transformative 
struggle we must wage and the hard work 
we must accomplish to achieve this.  

In a speech in 1995 given to mark the 
Soweto Uprising, then President Nelson 
Mandela noted that “This generation of 
youth stands at the border-line between the 
past oppression and repression, and the 
future of prosperity, peace and harmony”. 
But he tells them “remember, at the end of 
the day, your progress will depend on how 
you apply yourselves to your work”. For 
“the road to a better life demands hard work. 
It demands discipline, patience and 
responsibility.” Speaking as  President of 
South Africa and leader of the ruling party, 
Mandela did not stress struggle. For the end 
of apartheid, rightfully seen as the essential 
and indispensable goal, had been achieved 
and Africans were now in charge. But we all 
know from Fanon, Nkrumah and the hard 

lessons of history that flying one’s own flag 
is not freedom and that formal independence 
does not necessarily empower the people or 
bring them the material progress and social 
promise they deserve, fought and sacrificed 
so much for. Thus, even in a free South 
Africa, the fight is unfinished; the struggle 
continues and the central role and 
responsibility of the youth in this project is 
obvious and uncontestable.  

The legacy, lessons and continuing 
challenge of Soweto are not only of and for 
South Africa, but also for African people 
everywhere, especially African youth. For it 
is about young people choosing to act in the 
interest of freedom and defining themselves 
in struggle as a self-conscious component 
part of the forward thrust of history. This, of 
course, is the essential meaning and urgent 
message in Frantz Fanon’s classic 
observation in the midst of the freedom 
struggles of African peoples on the continent 
and in the Diaspora that “each generation 
must out of relative obscurity discover its 
mission and fulfill it or betray it”. Here 
Fanon uses the word mission which not only 
incorporates both the concepts of role and 
responsibility but also insists on their 
inseparability in thought and practice. This 
requires that young people and we of the 
preceding generations realize that they are 
not simply our future, but our future 
unfolding and act accordingly and 
cooperatively to shape it in the interest of 
African and human good. 

A second critical issue for youth, then, 
is the role of the preceding generations in 
shaping and sharing the way young people 
conceive, cultivate and ultimately live their 
lives. Mary McLeod Bethune leaves us, as 
her Ninth Legacy, “a responsibility to our 
young people”, especially “to direct their 
(potential and) power toward good ends”. 
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She wants us to teach them that the “world 
belongs to youth” not in any exclusive 
generational sense, but because they will 
inherit it as a legacy from preceding 
generations and “will take over its future 
management”. She urges us to teach them to 
imagine and forge a new future, insist on 
education for service, and ensure that they 
“never lose their zeal for building a better 
world”, a world of freedom, justice, peace, 
material progress, health and well-being and 
human solidarity. Their task, then, is to get 
an education for life, living and liberation, to 
“enter (the academy) to learn (and) depart to 
serve”, and “not be discouraged from 
aspiring toward greatness”.  

In this year’s African Youth Day 
speech, President Thabo Mbeki reminded us 
that then President Oliver Tambo of ANC 
had called the young students young lions to 
emphasize their courage and commitment to 
struggle. And he called on the current 
generation of youth to be young lions also in 
forging the future ahead of them. It is a call 
and work which parallel our own, i.e., 
continuing cultural revolution, radical social 
change and bringing good in the world. For 
in 1965, inspired by the Simba, young 
freedom fighters in the Congo, and by 
Malcolm’s praise of them and the ancient 
symbolism of the lion in Africa and world 
culture, we of the organization Us built one 
of the most disciplined, radical, 
ideologically grounded, service-oriented and 
martially prepared youth groups in the 
Movement, the Simba Wachanga (The 
Young Lions). 

Our self-conception and self-assertion 
in the liberation movement was based on 
five dual commitments which offer a 
framework for our rebuilding and building a 
movement of young lions to confront and 
effectively engage the demands of this 
historical moment, fighting fervently on 
various battlefields necessary to secure well-
being, wholeness and a worthy future for our 
people and the world. These dual aspects 
expressed in the letters of the word SIMBA 
are commitments to be: (1) a Shield for the 
people and a Sword against the oppressor; 
(2) an Inspiration to youth and Innovators in 
revolution; (3) a Monument to the ancestors 
and a Movement for liberation; (4) a 
Brotherhood to ourselves and Builders of 
our nation; and (5) Advocates of Us and an 
Alternative to them.  

Thus, the essential tasks of the Simba, 
the Young Lions, were and remain: to be a 
shield in defense of the interests of the 
people and active and assertive against all 
oppressors and all forms of oppression. 
Simba are also to be a model and mirror for 
other youth, bring forth the new and 
valuable in the interest of the struggle, honor 
the ancestors by living and expanding their 
legacy, build and rebuild the Movement, 
strengthen and build brotherhood and 
sisterhood among themselves; be co-builders 
of a self-determining and flourishing 
African community; and self-consciously 
dare to pose and bring into being a radical 
alternative to the established order in the 
interest and enjoyment of freedom, justice 
and other species of good in the world. 
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