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INTRODUCTION

These historical sources and questions are produced by the South African History Archive (SAHA) 
for Grade 12 History learners. The sources form part of your broader study of South Africa in the 
1980s. They are about the international factors that put pressure on the apartheid government to 
change its policies.

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 South Africa within the 
world community 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 

The role of international pressure − economic sanctions

During the 1980s international pressure on the government began to increase. There was growing 
support for sanctions against apartheid South Africa, partly as a result of the influence which 
the ANC in exile was able to exert. Although many countries imposed economic sanctions, some 
countries did not fully support them. For example, both President Reagan of the United States and 
Margaret Thatcher of Britain opposed sanctions as it would conflict with ongoing trade between 
their countries and the apartheid government. President Reagan preferred to follow a policy of 
‘constructive engagement’ in which he hoped to persuade the South African government to 
introduce gradual reform by providing incentives. This policy was fruitless. 

The leaders of the United States and Britain were disinclined to take action against South Africa, 
but public feeling in their own countries often forced them to act. Over this decade anti-apartheid 
organisations were formed in overseas countries, including the United States and Britain. The British 
Anti-Apartheid Movement was one of these. It organised boycotts of South African sports teams, 
South African products like wine and fruit, and British companies that did business in South Africa. 
Protests were held outside South African Embassies in London and Washington. As a result of the 
growing momentum of the international anti-apartheid movement, considerable economic pressure 
was placed on the South African government to make changes.

Although the Anti-Apartheid Movement in Britain played an important role, the driving force 
for the imposition of sanctions came from the United States. Considerable pressure was exerted 
through numerous African-American human rights groups who had been active in the civil rights 
movement in the 1950s and 1960s. American students actively protested against apartheid by 
holding sit-ins at universities. The media gave these actions a great deal of publicity, which focused 
attention on the horrors of the South African regime. 

In August 1985, the international community pinned its hopes on Botha introducing much needed 
reforms. In an important speech, which became known as his ‘Rubicon’ speech, Botha talked 
tough and warned foreign countries: ‘Do not push us too far!’ He failed to follow through with 
any reforms, and many countries and business leaders believed they could no longer support South 
Africa. 

In 1985-6 the US Congress voted for sanctions against South Africa. Reagan was however able to 
water down these sanctions to make them less punitive for South Africa (see Source C). Reagan’s 
sanctions did however included the banning of all new investments and bank loans, ended air links 
between the US and South Africa and banned certain South African imports. 

Disinvestment

Economic pressure upon South Africa, however, was not confined to government-level sanctions. 
The flight of international private capital had an enormous impact on South Africa during this time.

In the 1980s, there was a strong movement for disinvestment, for big business to divest itself of 
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holdings in South Africa. At first, there was support for businesses in South Africa which followed 
the Sullivan Principles. These included conditions of fair employment conditions for all races. 
Eventually there was a call for complete disinvestment.  By 1985, over 90 US companies had pulled 
out of South Africa. At the beginning of 1985, Citibank declared that it would make no new loans 
to the South African government. In July 1985, Chase Manhattan Bank caused a major financial 
crisis by refusing to roll over its short-terms loans, and most other international banks followed its 
lead. Sanctions, together with the action of US banks, and the withdrawal of private capital led 
to a 50% fall in American investment in South Africa. The South African currency collapsed – the 
international value of the rand dropped by 35% and the South African Stock Exchange closed for 
four days. 

How effective were sanctions and disinvestment?

The evidence suggests that sanctions had some impact, but not huge. Disinvestment posed a more 
serious threat to South Africa. However, in some ways, the South African economy still managed 
to benefit. For example, South African businesses gained between $5 billion to $10 billion profit 
when Western firms disinvesting from South Africa sold off their holdings to local South African 
businesses. However, the loss of foreign investment and the flight of capital out of South Africa had 
a devastating effect on the economy. It hampered any prospects for economic growth.

The pressure of sanctions and disinvestment cannot be judged in isolation. It needs to be evaluated 
together with the impact of internal pressure from the various resistance movements within South 
Africa. When international financial support collapsed, coinciding with international political 
changes, the interaction between internal and external factors was more than the South African 
government could withstand, and it was forced to the negotiating table. 

      

Sports and cultural boycotts

A cultural and sporting boycott was also imposed on South Africa during the 1980s. All sporting 
activity in South Africa was racially segregated, and excluded blacks from national teams. Based 
on this, by the end of the 1980s, South Africa was excluded from about 90% of the world’s 
international sporting activities. Sport was an extremely important issue for many white South 
Africans, and this isolation was deeply felt. However, the international sports boycott had little 
impact on the South African government which refused to change its policies.

The international community also imposed a cultural boycott on South Africa, which aimed 
to isolate white South Africa. As a result, international artists refused to visit South Africa. An 
academic boycott was also imposed, in the hope of isolating South Africans from international 
ideas and thinking. 

Some people argued that these boycotts were counterproductive; that by encouraging the isolation 
of white South Africans, they would simply withdraw further into their ‘laager mentality’. 

Regional pressure and international changes

In the 1980s the apartheid government’s economic problems were made worse by its huge 



SAHA IN THE CLASSROOM 4  

expenditure on the Security and Defence Forces (see Section 6, Source B). Besides dealing with 
insurrection at home, the Botha government was providing military assistance to rebel movements 
UNITA in Angola and RENAMO in Mozambique, and experiencing pressure from other independent 
countries in Africa such as Zimbabwe, Zambia and Tanzania, where the Soviet Union and Cuba 
were providing military support for the ANC and the PAC. During the mid-1980s, the Defence 
Force seemed to be holding its own − but events in Angola in 1988 changed that. Throughout the 
1980s South African forces based in Namibia had carried out attacks in Angola, fighting in support 
of UNITA, and often clashed with the Cuban forces supporting the MPLA government. 

This was aptly described by Kevin Shillington in his book ‘History of Southern Africa’, pp250-1:

“By the late 1980s the Cuban-trained Angolan airforce had gained mastery of the skies over southern Angola.  

Thus they were able to cut off and trap a South African invading force at Cuito Cuanavale in mid-1988. South 

Africa was desperate to extract its largely white invading force [including many young conscripts] from Angola, 

and so it was finally forced to the negotiating table. With the United States mediating, South Africa agreed 

to end its illegal occupation of Namibia in return for the release of its troops and the phased withdrawal of 

Cubans from Angola...Namibia became independent in 1990.”

The end of the 1980s also saw the end of the ‘Cold War’ between the US and the Soviet Union, 
and with it the collapse of most of the communist-led governments of Eastern Europe. This 
signalled the end of the era of Soviet threat to western governments. Soviet support for the ANC 
and PAC thus ended. South Africa, its economy in dire straits, was no longer able to get support 
from right-wing Western governments to combat the Communist threat. A new era was dawning. 
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Source A: Artice – The Disinvestment Debate 

An article from Wits Student, the student publication of the University of the Witwatersrand 
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: T13 Foreign Relations – Sanctions)
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Questions for Source a

A1.

How does the article in Source A explain disinvestment? (6)

A2.

 According to the article, what did those calling for disinvestment in South Africa 
hope to achieve? (4)

A3. 

What are the major arguments against disinvestment in South Africa? (6)

A4. 

If you were an African worker working for a foreign company in South Africa in the 1980s, 
would you have supported disinvestment? Explain your answer. (6)

A5. 

By analysing both the text and the visual images used in this article, 
determine whether Wits Student supports or opposes disinvestment in South Africa. (10)

 (Total marks: 32)
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Source B: Article – ‘Reagan’s “sanctions” – the point is 
made’, by Tim Kingston, Anti-Apartheid News (November 
1985)

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: W 2.1 – International – Anti-Apartheid Movements)
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Questions for Source B

B1.

 What was President Reagan’s approach to sanctions against South Africa? 
Use evidence from the source to substantiate your answer. (3 x 2 = 6)

B2.

 Using your own knowledge and the source, explain why Reagan adopted 
this attitude towards sanctions. (3 x 2 = 6)

B3.

 What were the proposed sanctions of Congress and what did they hope to achieve? (8)

B4.

 What is the attitude of the author of this article to President Reagan 
and his sanctions strategy? (6)

B5.

 Do you think that the author of this article has treated President Reagan in a fair way? (8)

                                                                                                         (Total marks: 34)
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Source C: Cartoon − Sanctions against South Africa, 
Anti-Apartheid News (September 1986)

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: W 2.1 – International – Anti-Apartheid Movements)
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Questions for Source c

C1.

 Using your own knowledge and the cartoon, explain why Margaret Thatcher was opposed to 
sanctions being imposed on the South African government. (6)

C2.

 Who do the other people in the cartoon represent? (8)

C3.

 What is ironic about Margaret Thatcher saying ‘Sanctions would hurt the wrong people’? (8)

C4.

 What is the cartoonist’s attitude towards Margaret Thatcher? How do you know this? (6)

  (Total marks: 28)
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Source D: Article – Pillars of Apartheid: Foreign trade and 
investment, Anti-Apartheid News (July-August 1990)

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: W 2.1 – International – Anti-Apartheid Movements)
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Questions for Source D

D1.

 What role does the article suggest that foreign trade and investment has played 
in the South African economy? (8)

D2.

 What was the nature of foreign investment in South Africa in the 1980s and what effects did this 
have on the South African economy? (6)

D3. 

Analyse the graph. What does it show in terms of fixed investment? (6)

D4.
 

How would you explain this decline in fixed investments? (6)

D5.

 What is the article’s view on the impact of sanctions? 
Provide evidence to substantiate your answer. (6)

 (Total marks: 32)
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Source E: Poster – Don’t entertain apartheid – support the 
cultural boycott

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2446: 0882)
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Questions for Source E

E1.

 What is the message of this political poster? 
Substantiate your answer with evidence from the source. (4)

E2.

 Who do you think the intended audience is of this poster? Explain. (4)

E3. 

What does the drawing in the middle panel suggest about artists who come to South Africa? (6)

E4.

 Do you think this is an effective poster? Substantiate your answer. (6)

(Total marks: 20)
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Glossary 

boycott – an organised public form of protest in which a group refuses to do business with a 
country to place pressure on that country

constructive engagement – the policy followed by President Reagan of the US towards apartheid 
South Africa which aimed at maintaining limited political and business links with South Africa while 
continuing to demand political or social reform

disinvestment − the withdrawal of capital investment by foreign companies in South Africa.

sanctions – punishment or rules (in this case cessation of trade) designed to make people behave 
in a different way. Sanctions usually affect the lives of ordinary people, who would then put 
pressure on the government to change. 
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