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20 JUNE 2026  

 

 The Footprint and the Journey 

 

Programme Director; Chairperson of the Charlotte Mannya-Maxeke Institute, Mr 
Makhanya; the Honourable Minister Chikunga; Chancellor Dlamini; Dr Mokgokong; 
distinguished guests from our universities, our boardrooms and our banks; 
ambassadors and friends from across the seas; and above all of you, because the 
future belongs to them, the young women and young men in this hall this afternoon. 

 

Let me begin with a date, because the whole of this occasion lives inside one. 

 

One hundred and twenty-five years ago today on the 20th of June 1901, a young woman 
from this country walked across a stage in Ohio and was handed a degree. A Bachelor of 
Science. She was the first Black woman in this part of the world ever to hold one. Her 
name was Charlotte Makgomo Mannya-Maxeke. 

 



We do not gather to lay a wreath. We gather because the footprint she left that day is the 
road we are still walking. And in this month Youth Month, fifty years since the children of 
Soweto refused, and a few weeks short of seventy years since the women of this 
country marched on the Union Buildings, that road runs straight through this room, and 
out into the lives of everyone under thirty sitting here. 

 

I. She left with a song 

We remember her as a scholar. But she did not cross the ocean as a scholar. She 
crossed it as a singer. 

 

She went out with an African choir, a company of young Black voices touring the concert 
halls of Britain and then America in the last years of the nineteenth century, a curiosity 
to be looked at, a people to be doubted. And somewhere on that journey the singer 
became a student. She stayed. She enrolled at Wilberforce, the university of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, and she did not leave America the way she arrived. 

 

Consider the world she walked into. Reconstruction had collapsed. Jim Crow was 
hardening into law. It was the age that W.E.B. Du Bois would name when he wrote that 
the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the colour line. And it was at 
Wilberforce, in Du Bois’s own orbit, that Charlotte Maxeke fell under the spell of a bigger 
idea than a single qualification. 

 

Because she did not only study. She imbibed. She took in Du Bois’s quarrel with his age 
his insistence that a people are not freed by being trained only to serve, but by being 
educated to think, to lead, to govern themselves. She took in the liberation theology of 
the AME Church, a church founded by free Black hands so that Black people might 
worship as equals, which had already crossed into this country and lit the fires of 
Ethiopianism. She breathed the early air of Pan-Africanism the audacious thought that 
the African at home and the African in the diaspora are one people with one destiny, 
scattered by history but not by blood. 

 

And she was a woman thinking all of this in a season when women were not asked to 
think aloud. She belongs in the company of Anna Julia Cooper, the great Black woman 
scholar of that same America, who wrote that only the Black woman can say: when and 
where I enter, there the whole of my people enters with me. Charlotte Maxeke could 
have written that line. She lived it. 



 

So understand what travelled home in 1901. Not a certificate. A consciousness. A 
diaspora’s worth of ideas, packed into one woman’s resolve, sailing back to a country 
that had given her nothing and would soon try to give her even less. 

 

II. She came back to work 

Here is the thing about Charlotte Maxeke that should shame any of us tempted to treat 
education as an escape. 

 

She came back. 

 

She could have stayed where her degree was worth something. She returned instead to 
a land where her qualification was an insult to the order of things — and she put every 
page of it to work. The education she earned abroad, she spent at home, on her people, 
for her people. 

 

She built. She founded the Bantu Women’s League and she put women into the streets 
of the Free State against the pass  - years before 1956, decades before the word 
“march” became sacred to us. When the South African Native National Congress was 
born in 1912, in the company of Seme and Plaatje and Dube, she was the one woman in 
that founding room. The scholar and the freedom fighter were never two people. They 
were one woman, and the two strands of her life — education and liberation — were 
braided so tightly that you cannot pull one loose without unravelling the other. 

 

This is why she sits at the head of two anniversaries we honour this year, and not only 
one. 

 

When twenty thousand women converged on Pretoria on the 9th of August 1956 and 
sang wathint’ abafazi, wathint’ imbokodo: you strike a woman, you strike a rock! They 
were the granddaughters of the woman who first taught this country that the rock could 
move. We mark seventy years of that march this winter. Its grandmother is the woman 
whose graduation we mark today. 

 



III. The thread runs to the children of ’76 

And the other strand — education — runs to a harder place. 

 

Fifty years ago, in this month, in Soweto, a generation of schoolchildren looked at the 
education designed to keep them small and they said: no. They had read the lesson 
Steve Biko would put most sharply that the most potent weapon in the hands of the 
oppressor is the mind of the oppressed and they refused to hand over their minds. They 
marched, and many of them did not come home. 

 

Frantz Fanon wrote that each generation must, out of relative obscurity, discover its 
mission and then fulfil it, or betray it. The class of 1976 discovered theirs in a language 
decree and a hail of bullets. They fulfilled it. 

 

So the line is unbroken. From a woman who crossed an ocean in 1901 to learn what was 
forbidden, to a generation who crossed a township in 1976 to demand what was 
withheld, to the young people in this hall today who carry both their defiance and their 
hope. Maxeke is where that line begins. She is the first footprint. 

 

The question Fanon leaves for the young people here is not whether the previous 
generations did their work. They did. The question is the one he asks of every generation 
in its turn: what is yours? 

 

IV. The now and what we have changed. 

 

It would be a poor tribute to stand here and speak only of the past. Charlotte Maxeke 
was not nostalgic. She was practical. So let me speak plainly about the now. 

 

The country that refused Charlotte Maxeke a university has become a country in which 
the majority of our university students are women. Read that sentence slowly. The doors 
that were bolted against her are the doors through which her granddaughters now pour. 
That is not an accident of history. It is the work of a democracy that decided education 
would no longer be a privilege rationed by birth. 

 



We have built a national financial aid system that has carried millions of young people 
— most of them young women, many of them the first in their families to see the inside 
of a lecture hall — from the township and the village to the graduation stage. We are not 
finished, and I will not pretend to you that we are. We are reforming how we fund our 
students so that the promise is not only generous but durable — so that the child who 
qualifies in 2040 finds the door as open as the child who qualifies today. We are 
reshaping the whole architecture of skills in this country, because Maxeke understood 
what Du Bois and Booker T. Washington argued over a century ago: that a nation needs 
both the hand that builds and the mind that imagines, and that it betrays its people the 
moment it offers them only one. 

 

And we do this work in partnership — never the state alone. Tonight, in this very 
programme, the Charlotte Maxeke Educational Fund is launched: private generosity 
reaching out a hand to a young woman whose studies are at risk, with a special care for 
those pursuing the sciences. The same degree Maxeke earned. I want to say to the 
founders of that Fund, and to the philanthropists and institutions in this room: this is 
how it should be. The public purse and the private hand, pulling the same young person 
through the same open door. The education she earned in exile is, at last, working for 
our democracy at home. 

 

V. The warning she would give us 

  

I would be unfaithful to Charlotte Maxeke if I let you leave here comforted and 
untroubled. So let me give you the warning I believe she would give us. 

 

She learned, in the diaspora, the deepest and most expensive lesson the African people 
have ever paid for: that we were scattered and made to forget that we are one. The 
whole of Pan-Africanism — Du Bois convening the diaspora, Garvey calling Africa home, 
Nkrumah declaring that the freedom of one African nation is meaningless until the 
whole continent is free, Cabral warning us to tell no lies and claim no easy victories the 
whole of it is one argument: that our liberation is indivisible. 

 

Charlotte Maxeke carried that conviction across an ocean and planted it in our soil. 
Which is why it would break her heart to see the poor turned against the poor. To see the 
African raise a hand against the African who crossed a border in search of the very 
dignity we crossed oceans to claim. The reactionary violence that flares in our streets — 



neighbour against neighbour, the desperate against the slightly-less-desperate — is not 
the anger of a people finding their strength. It is the oldest trick used against us, working 
still: setting the wretched of the earth to fighting one another while the colour line 
laughs. 

 

To the young people here, in whose hands real anger justly burns: she would tell you to 
aim it true. Build, do not burn. Unite, do not divide. The energy that toppled Bantu 
Education is the same energy this continent needs to feed itself, to power itself, to 
manufacture and to trade under our own free agreement, from Cape to Cairo. African 
unity, African solidarity, African development — wherever we find ourselves — is not a 
slogan from a dead century. It is the unfinished assignment Charlotte Maxeke handed 
forward, and it falls now to you. 

 

VI. And if you can rise 

Let me close where she would want me to close — with her own words, and with you. 

 

She said: this work is not for yourselves; kill that spirit of self, and do not live above your 
people but live with them, and if you can rise, bring someone with you. 

 

If you can rise — bring someone with you. 

 

That is the whole of it. That is the difference between an education that liberates a 
people and a qualification that merely rescues an individual. Anna Julia Cooper said 
when and where I enter, my people enter with me. Maxeke said if you can rise, bring 
someone with you. They are the same instruction, given by two Black women, on two 
sides of one ocean, in one century — and it is the instruction the Charlotte Maxeke 
Educational Fund makes real tonight: the risen reaching back to lift the rising. 

 

So I say to the young woman in this hall who is afraid she will not make it: someone 
crossed an ocean with nothing but a song so that you might one day cross a stage. 
Cross it. 

 

And when you have crossed it — when you have risen — turn around. Reach back into 
the crowd you came from. Find the one still climbing. 



 

And bring her with you. 

 

One hundred and twenty-five years ago today, Charlotte Maxeke left a footprint. The 
journey is ours. 

 

I thank you. 


