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INTRODUCTION

These historical sources and questions are produced by the South African History Archive (SAHA) 
for Grade 12 History learners. They form part of a broader historical study of South Africa in the 
1980s. 

This section examines the role of civil society in resisting apartheid. This involved ordinary people 
from many different organisations in a wide range of largely peaceful demonstrations and protests. 
Civil resistance came from disparate elements - including church leaders and educators, amongst 
other civic organisations. 
 
In the national examination, you will be asked questions on a wide variety of different sources. 
These will include written, oral, visual and other material useful to the historian. 

There will be questions on both primary sources and secondary sources:
•	 primary sources are sources that come from the period that is being studied 
•	 secondary sources are sources that are produced after the period of history that is being 

studied
 
Before getting to the sources, you will be given the historical context of resistance to apartheid 
from the churches and in education in the 1980s. This text is much like a secondary source, as 
the information comes from the books written by historians who have researched this period. The 
sources themselves are drawn from the archives of SAHA, and will, more often than not, be primary 
sources. 
 
These learning materials are intended to:

•	 provide you with an opportunity to use source material to help your understanding of 
South Africa in the 1980s

•	 provide you with practice in answering source-based questions
•	 guide you on how to approach answers

Some tips: 
•	 Always look at the mark allocation to guide you.
•	 In this material, two marks are given for each point that can be explained and backed up 

with evidence from the source.
•	 A two-mark question will usually award one mark for identifying evidence from the source, 

and one mark for your explanation.
•	 When you answer a question for six marks, you need to explain at least three points and 

provide evidence from the source to back up each point. 

 
After the sources and questions you will find a glossary of difficult terms and a list of 
books for further reading.
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Historical context 

Resistance and civil society

Resistance succeeded in part because of the mass support and participation of ordinary people in 
a wide range of demonstrations and protest. It is thus important to examine the role of the many 
different organisations that resisted the apartheid government and contributed towards bringing 
about change in South Africa. This section examines the contribution of the churches, civil protest 
against the education system, as well as other civic organisations, which were not avowedly 
political organisations. 

The churches

By the 1980s, many of the political parties had been banned and their leaders arrested. The 
churches increasingly played a more important role in speaking out against injustice and resisting 
apartheid than they had in the past. 
 
Some churches became more openly critical of the government’s policies, and their religious 
leaders now played an active role in the liberation movement. Religious organisations felt that the 
government was less likely to attack religious leaders, which meant they could be more politically 
active. Many church leaders were motivated to get involved in protest because of their concern for 
the lives of their people. They saw apartheid as fundamentally unjust and unchristian. They gave 
hope and inspiration to those resisting apartheid. 

An early example of such leadership came from Beyers Naudé, who founded the interracial 
Christian Institute of South Africa (CI) in 1963. He was thus forced to leave the pro-apartheid Dutch 
Reformed Church (DRC).  His ecumenical church group defied racial laws by bringing black and 
white Christians together. In 1977 the state banned the CI, and placed Naudé under house arrest 
until 1985, at which point he became general secretary of the SACC. 

The South African Council of Churches (SACC) successfully coordinated church opposition. Its 
strong stance on certain issues brought the SACC in direct confrontation with the state. Specifically, 
the SACC supported conscientious objection to serving in the South African Defence Force (SADF), 
and called on foreign companies to refuse to apply the policy of job reservation. It also supported 
sanctions. 

In 1984 the executive office of the South African government responded to the actions of the 
SACC by declaring that the council could no longer be identified plainly in religious terms. It had 
revealed itself to be a renegade political group that identified itself with the liberation struggle. In 
1985 church leaders from sixteen church groups met to discuss these matters. In a jointly written 
document known as the ‘Kairos document’ the SACC called on all South African Christians to 
‘participate in the struggle for liberation’ by supporting civil disobedience campaigns, consumer 
boycotts and strikes.  

Perhaps the best known of outspoken church leaders was Archbishop Desmond Tutu. Aside 
from being a popular religious leader, he was also the general secretary of the SACC. He used his 
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position and his popularity to criticise the government. For his ongoing anti-apartheid efforts he 
was awarded the Nobel Peace prize in 1984. 

Contrary to the assumption that clergy members could not be persecuted for resistance to 
apartheid, the government did act against many of them. Notable clerics, including Frank Chikane 
and Archbishop Denis Hurley, experienced harassment from the security police as a result of their 
vocal opposition to apartheid. Allan Boesak, leader of the World Council of Reformed Churches 
(WCC), was influential in founding the United Democratic Front (UDF). For his contribution he was 
jailed for a month after organising a march demanding the release of Nelson Mandela. 
 
Members of the Muslim community in the Western Cape were also involved in the liberation 
struggle. Muslim leaders such as Farid Essack and organisations such as the Call of Islam played 
a prominent role. A number of Jews also played a role in the struggle, including members of the 
organisation Jews for Justice. 
 
In 1988, Khotso House, the headquarters of the SACC, was destroyed by bombing, injuring 23 
people. Suspicion later arose that the order for this action had been made by President P W Botha 
himself. During 1989 the church continued to play a key role as the momentum for change grew.

 
Students and the National Education Crisis Committee (NECC)

Student groups played an important role during the 1976 Soweto uprising, and their resistance 
continued into the 1980s. By 1979 two key student organisations had been formed. This included 
the Congress of South African Students (COSAS), which represented students at both schools and 
colleges. The Azanian Students Organisation (AZASO) was also created, representing university 
students strongly influenced by Black Consciousness.
 
Notably, one pre-existing student movement, the National Union of South African Students 
(NUSAS), became more radicalised during the 1980s. It had been formed in 1924 and consisted 
of the Student Representative Councils (SRC) from the various universities in South Africa. It had 
become a mainly English-speaking body during the 1930s when Afrikaans-speaking universities 
left the body. Initially a white organisation, NUSAS became multi-racial in 1945 when black student 
representatives from Fort Hare University joined the organisation. However, its membership was 
comprised of predominantly white students from the liberal universities. NUSAS campaigned 
for multi-racial university campuses and academic freedom. NUSAS students eventually became 
involved in resistance to apartheid at all levels. Throughout the 1980s its publications were 
frequently banned and some of its members detained. Both COSAS and AZASO established links 
with NUSAS in their struggle for justice in education.

 
Crisis in schools

COSAS made a number of demands to the Department of Education and Training (DET). These 
included calls to scrap the matriculation exam fees, as well as demands that all students pass their 
exams – one slogan for this was ‘Pass one! Pass all!’ Two major urban school boycotts took place 
during this time – first in 1980 and then in 1983. Both involved African, Coloured and Indian 
children, and went on for months at a time. ‘Liberation before education’ became the rallying cry. 
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This gained support in many townships. Between 1985 and 1986 these school protests extended to 
the rural areas. The government’s retaliation was hard-hitting. Schools were closed and thousands 
of students and teachers were arrested.

In 1986 the National Education Crisis Committee (NECC) was formed to deal with the crisis in the 
schools. It consisted of concerned parents, teachers and students. It put forward an alternative 
slogan, ‘Education for liberation’ and suspended the school boycott. Students and teachers were 
urged to challenge the system of education from within the schools, and to use knowledge 
and skills to empower students to fight apartheid. It called for support for ‘People’s education’ 
and developed alternative teaching materials to counter the apartheid ideology inherent in the 
curriculum. The NECC was later banned and many of its leaders detained.

Civic organisations

The growth of community or civic organisations, known as ‘civics’, was an important development 
in the apartheid resistance movement. These popular democratic groupings campaigned on issues 
like education, housing, rents and consumer issues, and included youth groups, sports clubs and 
religious associations. The civics usually focused on local issues, but they became part of the wider 
spread of resistance and opposition to the government. 

Civics acted as pressure groups in order to get authorities to improve facilities. They tried to 
mobilise people to take action to improve the quality of their lives. Hundreds of such civic 
organisations were drawn together in 1983 to form the United Democratic Front (UDF). At its peak 
the UDF had an affiliated membership of more than two million and claimed the support of many 
more. Particular targets of the civics were the black councillors who served on the community 
councils. As these had been formed through the Black Local Authorities Act, they were rejected by 
the UDF as legitimate sources of civic leadership.

A unique community organisation concerned with human rights and justice for all was the Black 
Sash. It started as a white women’s movement in the 1950s. Its work involved advising and assisting 
African people with legal problems ranging from the pass laws to housing and unemployment 
through the apartheid years. It also gave support to people who were victims of forced removals. 
Its distinctive silent protests of groups of white women wearing black sashes, in condemnation of 
apartheid laws, drew media attention, and invoked President PW Botha’s anger on many occasions.
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Source A: Article – The Church In Protest (1988)

From a pamphlet of the South African Council of Churches (SACC) (2 May 1990) 
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: 0.3.4 – SACC Publications)
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Questions for Source a

A1.

According to Source A, what were church leaders protesting against when they marched to 
Parliament on 29 February 1988? (2) 

A2. 

Why did church leaders choose to protest when they probably knew that they would be arrested 
for engaging in such a march? Provide two clear reasons. (2 x 2 = 4)

A3.
 

What was the outcome of the protest? (4) 

A4. 

Why do you think the apartheid government did not detain the church leaders as they had done 
with other activists? Provide two possible reasons. (2 x 2 = 4)

A5. 

What do you think the aim of the SACC was in producing this pamphlet?
 Provide evidence to justify your answer. (8)

A6.

What impact would this photograph have on people reading this pamphlet? (6) 

(Total marks: 28)
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Source B: Letter from President P W Botha to 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu (16 March 1988)
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(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: 0.3.5 – SACC Publications, Correspondence, 1988)
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Questions for Source B

B1.

Why does PW Botha believe that the reasons given by church leaders marching and presenting a 
petition to parliament were “in ‘serious doubt’?” (4) 

B2.

Why do you think that the State President PW Botha wrote this letter to Archbishop Tutu? (3) 

B3.

Provide two examples from the text that reveal P W Botha’s belief that the churches were acting 
as a mouthpiece for the ANC. Write in your own words. (2 x 2 = 4)

B4.

What is Botha’s challenge to the church in their association with the ANC? 
Explain how he comes to this belief? (6)

B5.

What is the tone of Botha’s letter? Provide evidence from the source to justify your answer. (8)

(Total marks: 25)
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Source C: Memorandum to the State President from 
Church Leaders (11 October 1989)
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(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: 0.3.4 – SACC Publications, Correspondence, 1989)
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Questions for Source C

C1.

Who is the State President to whom this memorandum is addressed? (2)

C2.

According to Source B, why did the Church leaders enter into a discussion with 
the apartheid government? (2 x 2 = 4) 

C3.

What are the main demands made in this memorandum? Use your own words when 
answering the question. (6)  

C4.

What is the tone of this memorandum? (6)

(Total marks: 18) 
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Source D: Pamphlet – Crisis in Education (1986)

 

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: N 4.2 – NECC, Pamphlet, 1986)
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Questions for Source D

D1. 

This source has used a number of different ways to get its message across. Identify the different 
methods and state whether or not they have been successful. (10) 

D2. 

What does the song imply about the lessons that one learns from police brutality? (6)

D3.

*Using this source as a basis for discussion, discuss whether education today has changed 
from the period under discussion (1976-1986).                                              

(Total marks: 16)
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Source E: A cartoon created by COSAS (1983)

(Archived at SAHA as Collection SAHA AL2457: N3.2 – COSAS)
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Questions for Source E

E1. 

What does the cartoon suggest happens to white students who finish school? 
Explain how you know this. (4) 

E2. 

What does the cartoon suggest happens to black students who finish school? 
Explain how you know this. (6) 

E3. 

Using your own knowledge, explain why there was a crisis in education in the 1980s. 
Write a paragraph. (10) 

E4. 

What do you think the aim of this cartoon was? (4) 

E5. 

Do you think this cartoon is effective or not? Explain your answer. (10) 

(Total marks: 34)
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Source F: Pamphlet – John and Mary Boycott School 
(c. 1985) 
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(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457 E 2.2: Military – Operational Propaganda Pamphlet)

Questions for Source f

F1.

What does the pamphlet suggest that the ‘strangers’ told the children at school to do? 
(2 x 2 = 4)

F2.

Who do you think the ‘strangers’ are? (2) 

F3. 

In what style is this pamphlet written? 
Explain why you think it has been produced in this form? (6)  

F4. 

Who does the puppeteer represent and how effective is its representation? (6)  

F5. 

This source is clearly biased. Provide two examples of this and show why they are biased. (8)  

F6.

 If you were a ten year old child living in the townships, 
would you be persuaded by this pamphlet? (6) 

                                                                                                      (Total marks: 32)
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Source G: Civic Associations of Southern Transvaal 
(CAST) Pamphlet (1990)
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(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2431: G2.1)
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Questions for Source G

G1.

 Using Source G, identify the issues that this particular civic organisation 
was protesting about? (6)

G2. 

What does the nature of these demands and these kinds of protests suggest about 
the role of civic organisations in the struggle? (6)

G3. 

Using information in this source as well as your own knowledge, explain why you think civic 
organisations played an important role in the struggle in the 1980s. (8)

(Total marks: 20)
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Glossary

agitator – a person who tries to stir up people in support of a cause (often used in an negative 
sense) 

atheistic – rejecting any belief in God

boycott – to refuse to deal with (an organization or country) as a protest against its actions or 
policy

civics – community organisations that developed in the 1980s that mobilised local communities by 
focusing on local, grassroots issues 

ecumenical – this refers to a state of greater cooperation among different religious denominations 
of a faith, specifically the Christian church
 
Marxism – the economic and political theories of Karl Marx which argue that class struggle is the 
driving force of historical change, and that capitalism will be replaced by communism 
 
negotiations – discussions between disagreeing parties in an attempt to resolve their differences 
and reach some kind of agreement 
 
petition – a formal written document requesting a right or benefit from a person or group in 
authority 
 
propaganda – information that is spread in order to promote a specific cause
 
repeal – revoke (get rid of) an official or formal act
 
reprieve – to bring relief by postponing or cancelling a punishment.
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