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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 booklet examines the role of the United Democratic Front and the National Forum in opposing 
apartheid structures during the 1980s. Both were formed to oppose reforms introduced by PW 
Botha, specifically the new Tricameral Parliament. While the National Forum ultimately faded into 
the background, the UDF played a central role in the transformation of South African politics from 
its launch in 1983 until it was disbanded in 1991. 
 
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 the formation of the United 
Democratic Front and the National Forum 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 formation of the UDF and the National Forum – a response to 
the 1983 Constitution

The so-called constitutional reforms introduced by P.W. Botha in 1983 led to the formation of 
two important organisations – the National Forum and the United Democratic Front (UDF). Both 
were created in order to oppose these reforms, and in particular, the new Tricameral Parliament. 
However, while the National Forum ultimately faded into the background, the UDF was to play 
a central role in the transformation of South African politics from its launch in 1983 until it was 
disbanded in 1991. 

The Formation of the United Democratic Front (UDF)

‘We want all of our rights, we want them here, and we want them now … Now is the time!’
– Alan Boesak

When the UDF was first formed in August 1983, it had only a vague sense of what it was trying to 
achieve. Its broad aim was to oppose the apartheid government’s so-called constitutional reforms, 
and particularly the new Tricameral Parliament, which excluded the African majority from any 
kind of political representation. It also objected to the Koornhof Bills, which provided for African 
representation in local councils. The UDF wanted to build a broad front or alliance with Indians and 
coloureds to reject the state’s reforms. 

The UDF was created as a broad-based, non-racial alliance of organisations that supported 
UDF aims, but at the same time, kept their own autonomy. It brought together about 400 
national, regional and local organisations, consisting of trade unions, student organisations, civic 
organisations, women’s groups, church groups and political organisations. The UDF deliberately 
created an alliance of different organisations, which may have had little in common with each 
other, in order ‘to unite a broadest possible spectrum of people across class and colour lines…to 
bring together a maximum number of organisations of the people.’1 

The UDF identified itself with the ANC and the Congress tradition, and accepted the broad non-
racial principles of the Freedom Charter. It was also supported by the ANC-in-exile.

Despite widespread protest, the UDF was unable to prevent the Tricameral Parliament or the black 
local councils from being formed. It was then forced to examine the aims and direction of the 
front. In response to the growing protest in the townships from 1984 onwards, the UDF decided to 
transform itself into a more party-like organisation, rather than a front. It aimed to provide effective 
political leadership and build an organisation that would facilitate the intensification of the revolt 
in the townships. It became a far more centralised organisation that played an important role in 
the struggles taken on by its affiliates. As the struggle against apartheid intensified, grassroots 
organisations mobilised around local issues such as consumer boycotts, rent increases, education 
and health problems. The UDF linked these local grassroots issues to the broader national political 

1. Quoted in The UDF: A History of the United Democratic Front in South Africa 1983-1991 by Jeremy Seekings, David 
Philip, 2000, p. 17
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demands. But the UDF should not be viewed as a movement that took over its affiliates. Many of 
the affiliated organisations may have identified with the UDF and used its resources, but they kept 
their independence.

The UDF was forced to operate under increasingly hostile and repressive conditions. In 1986, the 
state declared a nation-wide State of Emergency, and many of the UDF leaders were detained or 
forced into hiding. By 1988, the UDF itself was banned, and was forced to continue under the 
guise of the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM). This was a general term used to identify the 
organisations that could not organise openly under the State of Emergency. In 1989 there was a 
general reawakening of active protest against the state, and the UDF declared itself ‘unbanned’. It 
carried on playing a role of public protest.

It is clear that the UDF played a very important role in the transformation of South African politics. 
In its eight-year existence, the UDF succeeded in achieving the following:

•	 	It inspired and mobilised people to resist the apartheid government’s policies.
•	 It helped to build an organisational structure from the local to a national level.
•	 	It coordinated a range of different protests and campaigns.
•	 It promoted the ideals of a non-racial and democratic South Africa.
•	 It kept alive the spirit of the ANC. 

The National Forum

In June 1983, the Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO) and its Cape affiliates formed the 
National Forum, a loosely coordinated united front of organisations which believed in the ideology 
of Black Consciousness. Following in the tradition of the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM), 
the National Forum was an exclusively black organisation and believed that the basis of the struggle 
for freedom in South Africa was a class struggle between the working class, who were black, and 
the capitalist class, who were white.

There was a strong socialist core within the National Forum. They identified apartheid with 
capitalism, and rejected the participation of the aspirant black middle classes, as well as white 
participation, in the struggle. In its manifesto, the National Forum recognised the exploited African 
working class as the driving force of the liberation struggle.

‘There can be no place in our struggle for our class enemies, collaborationist elements, and 
representatives of the aspiring black middle class.’2

– Statement by the Disorderly Bills Action Committee (1983)

Like the UDF, the National Forum organised boycotts and strike action against rent increases, 
transport costs and education. However, despite the fact that they supported similar issues and 
promoted similar campaigns, there was tension and antagonism between the National Forum and 
the UDF. The National Forum objected to three central aspects of the UDF, including its multiracial 
approach, the participation of whites in the struggle and the controlling role of underground ANC 
activists in the UDF.

2. Quoted in The UDF: A History of the United Democratic Front in South Africa 1983-1991 by Jeremy Seekings, David 
Philip, 2000, p.68
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Source A: Pamphlet – Declaration of the United 
Democratic Front (UDF) (1983)

A pamphlet produced by the UDF. 
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2431: A1.2.1.4, UDF Collection)



SOURCE BOOKLET FOR LEARNERS5

Questions for Source A

A1.

According to the Declaration of the United Democratic Front, 
what were the main aims of the UDF? (10)            

A2.

Using Source A and your own knowledge, explain what the Government’s constitutional proposals 
and the Koornhof Bills were. (4)           

A3.

What kind of audience do you think this declaration was aimed at? Substantiate your answer. (4) 

A4.

Do you think that this source is biased? Substantiate your answer. (4)   

(Total marks: 22)
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Source B: Poster – Don’t Vote in Apartheid Elections 
(1984)

A poster produced by the UDF
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2446: 0182, SAHA Poster Collection)  
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Questions for Source B

B1.

What issue is this poster about? (2)           

B2.

Why did the UDF target this issue as a source of protest? (2)          

B3.

How does this poster, including the banner of the UDF (seen at the top of the poster), 
show what kind of organisation the UDF was? (4)

B4.

In the 1980s, political posters became an important form of protest. What do you think were the 
benefits of using posters as a form of protest? (4)

B5.

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

(Total marks: 18)
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Source C: Poster – We Demand: The People Shall Govern 
(1985)

A poster produced by the UDF
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2446: 2622, SAHA, Poster Collection)  
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Questions for Source C

C1.

What do the six items held in each fist represent? (12)           

C2.

What is the effect of using them in this poster? (2)         

C3.

What does the use of the slogan ‘The People shall govern’ say about the ideology 
(belief system) of the UDF? (4)

C4.

In what way had the UDF changed direction by 1985? Use the poster to back up your answer. (4)

C5.

Which poster (Source B or Source C) has more of an impact? Substantiate your answer. (6)

C6.

*Using your own knowledge and the available sources, select a campaign that the UDF was 
involved in. Design a poster to promote this campaign. Your poster should reflect the aims 

and identity of the UDF. (12)

(Total marks: 40)
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Source D: The Manifesto of the Azanian People (1983)
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Below are reproduced excerpts from the manifesto. Read this and then answer the questions that 
follow.

Our struggle for national liberation is directed against the system of racial capitalism, which 
holds the people of Azania in bondage for the benefit of the small minority of white capitalists 
and their allies, the white workers and the reactionary sections of the black middle class. The 
struggle against apartheid is no more than the point of departure for our liberation efforts. 
The black working class, inspired by revolutionary consciousness, is the driving force of our 
liberation struggle. They alone can end the system as it stands today, because they alone have 
nothing at all to lose. They have a world to gain in a democratic, anti-racist, socialist Azania. It 
is the historic task of the black working class and its organisations to mobilise the urban and 
rural poor, together with the radical sections of the middle classes, in order to put an end to the 
system of oppression and exploitation by the white ruling class.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457, H6.1.3)  
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Questions for Source D

D1.

Find three examples in the Manifesto of the Azanian People which show that AZAPO believed in 
socialism and the working class struggle. (6)          

D2.

Using the source and your own knowledge, explain why AZAPO and the National Forum were 
opposed to working with whites in the struggle against apartheid. (4)         

D3.

In what way do the aims of the National Forum, as represented by the Manifesto of the Azanian 
People, and the aims of the UDF, as represented in the Declaration of the UDF, differ? (8)

(Total marks: 18)
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Source E: Extract from AZAPO publication – 
“Azanian Focus” (1983)
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This is an extract from the AZAPO publication Azanian Focus.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2431: A1.26.1.4, AF, UDF Collection)  
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 Questions for Source E

E1.

Why does the publication Azanian Focus argue that the UDF has betrayed the Freedom Charter? (4)          

E2.

Using your own knowledge and the source, explain why Azanian Focus would 
have taken this position. (4)      

E3.

Give two examples of the use of emotive language in this source. (4)

E4.

How does the use of such emotive language affect the reader of this source? (4)

E5.

What message is the cartoon on the front cover of Azanian Focus trying to give about the UDF? (4)

(Total marks: 20)
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Source F: Open letter to Azanian People’s Organisation 
(AZAPO) (1985)
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A letter written by the UDF.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2431 A1.26.1.1 & SAHA, AL2431: A1.26.1.2, UDF Collection)  
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Questions for Source F

F1.

Using your own knowledge and the source, explain what the UDF meant by the statement that 
‘our struggle has reached a new and unprecedented height?’ (4)          

F2.

Using the source, describe actions taken by the apartheid state to intensify the disunity between 
the UDF and AZAPO. (6)   

F3.

Using both Source E and Source F, explain how the division between the UDF and the 
National Forum worked to the advantage of the apartheid state. (4)

F4.

Imagine that you are a member of the National Forum. Write a reply to this letter from the UDF, 
explaining why you believe it is impossible for the two organisations to work together. 

Use information from Sources D, E and F, as well as your own knowledge. (14)

(Total marks: 28)
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Glossary

affiliate – a person or an organisation which becomes closely associated with another organisation 
but still retains its own identity

alliance – a joining together for a common purpose

bondage – a state of subjection to a force, power, or influence

constitutional – relating to the constitution, which refers to a set of rules and principles that 
define the nature and extent of government

grassroots – involving the common people as constituting a fundamental political and economic 
group

mobilise – gather and move together
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