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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 events surrounding the proposed Tricameral Constitution of 1983 that 
gave coloured and Indian South Africans the right to vote in national elections. Three separate 
chambers were created for the new parliament, but the implementation of the Constitution was 
opposed from various sides. 
 
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 Tricameral Constitution 
of 1983. 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 Origins of the 1983 Constitution - the PW Botha era begins

In 1978, Prime Minister B.J. Vorster was forced to resign because of his misuse of state funds, and 
P.W. Botha was elected to replace him. South Africa’s economy was in trouble and international 
anti-apartheid sanctions threatened to plunge the country further into depression. 
 
Botha’s government faced growing international isolation from a world that opposed his racist 
system of apartheid. Economic, sports, cultural and arms boycotts were implemented against South 
Africa while the United Nations condemned South Africa’s continued presence in Namibia and 
called apartheid a ‘crime against humanity.’ Afrikaner business leaders from Sanlam, Volkskas and 
the Rembrandt Group urged Botha to introduce reforms when he met with them at the Carlton 
Centre in 1979. They were afraid that South Africa could soon be plunged into a revolution and 
collapse economically.

The National Party government faced growing opposition inside South Africa. Black workers 
went on strike in Durban in 1973. Soon after this new black trade unions sprung up in all the 
major industrial centres. In 1976, during the Soweto Uprising, thousands of black schoolchildren 
protested in the streets against aspects of ‘Bantu Education.’

In 1977 the National government tried to re-assert its authority by arresting hundreds of black 
activists including Steve Biko who was then killed by security police. Dozens of black organisations 
were banned and The World and The Sunday World newspapers were closed down. Despite this, 
protestors would not be silenced, and all over South Africa black civic organisations, as well as 
youth and women’s groups, were formed, openly declaring that they would organise to bring down 
apartheid. 

As Minister of Defence under President Vorster, Botha knew that force alone would not be enough 
to contain these growing threats from abroad and from within. Botha told his supporters that they 
faced the threat of ‘Total Onslaught’ and that they must ‘adapt…or die’. He said that whites would 
only remain in power if they adopted his policy of a combination of repression and reform that he 
called ‘Total Strategy’. 

Botha’s reforms included the Tricameral Parliament, the homelands system and town councils 
in black townships. He wanted to win allies among the coloured and Indian sections of the 
population as well as the African middle class in the townships. Botha realised that his National 
Party government needed allies to survive. To achieve these goals, the constitution needed to be 
changed.

The Tricameral Parliament 

At the centre of PW Botha’s reforms was the new 1983 Constitution that gave coloured and 
Indian South Africans the right to vote in national elections. Three separate chambers were 
created for the new parliament. White Members of Parliament or MPs would sit in the House of 
Assembly with 178 seats. Coloured legislators would attend their own chamber called the House 
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of Representatives with 85 seats and Indian representatives would be confined to the House of 
Delegates with 45 seats.

Each chamber would deal with their ‘own affairs’ in matters like education and health. When it 
came to ‘general affairs’ like defence, police, justice and foreign affairs, the majority parties in all 
three houses would have to agree for a new law to be passed. If a disagreement occurred, then the 
matter would be referred to the President’s Council for a decision. The National Party dominated 
this body. 

PW Botha took over the powerful new position of the State President. The new constitution was 
accepted by the white Parliament and approved by white voters in a referendum held in 1983. 

The United Democratic Front (UDF) and National Forum were formed in 1983 as groupings of anti-
apartheid organisations that would oppose the Tricameral Parliament and boycott ‘sham’ elections. 
The UDF was a non-racial alliance of literally hundreds of community and political organisations, 
including one of the oldest political organisations in South Africa, the Natal Indian Congress (NIC). 

The Indian and coloured candidates who agreed to take part in the Tricameral Parliament tried to 
convince people to vote for them by claiming that they would ‘dismantle’ apartheid ‘from within.’ 
Most voters supported the UDF and National Front, and boycotted the elections. 

In the 1984 election, only two-thirds of coloureds registered to vote, and only 30% actually voted. 
The Reverend Alan Hendrickse’s Labour Party was ‘elected’ as the largest party in the coloured 
House of Representatives. Hendrickse claimed to represent coloured people even though only 
a small minority voted for him. Similarly, about two in three Indians registered to vote but only 
one-fifth actually voted. Amichand Rajbansi of the National People’s Party became the leader of 
the Indian House of Delegates despite very low levels of support. Another party, called Solidarity, 
formed the ‘Official Opposition’ in the House of Delegates as the second largest party (See Source 
A). Support for the Tricameral arrangements was even less in 1987.

The success of the UDF election boycotts, together with the country’s economic problems and 
international developments, eventually forced the National Party under PW Botha’s successor, FW 
de Klerk (who took over as State President in 1989), to unban the ANC and other political parties 
and free Nelson Mandela in 1990. The Nationalists and the ANC began a process of negotiations 
that led to the first democratic elections on April 27, 1994, when all South Africans had a 
democratic right to vote.

Homelands

The Tricameral Parliament completely excluded Africans. PW Botha said that Africans should rather 
vote for their representatives in ethnic ‘homelands’. These homelands were based on the ethnic 
reserves set up by the 1913 and 1936 Land Acts and were supposed to correspond to the ‘national 
states’ of original ‘tribes’ like the ‘Tswana’ and the ‘Xhosa’ before they were incorporated under 
white rule. Anti-apartheid activists condemned this policy of creating crowded, poverty-stricken 
‘Bantustans.’

Under Verwoerd, and later South African Prime Ministers, these ‘homelands’ were designed to 
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become a ‘constellation of states’ where Africans would gain citizenship while being denied any 
rights in ‘white’ South Africa. For example, Kaiser Matanzima became ‘president’ of the ‘Transkei 
Republic’ in 1976, while Lucas Mangope became ‘president’ of Bophuthatswana in 1977. These 
so-called ‘independent’ states were poverty-stricken and completely dependent upon South Africa 
economically. Internationally these ‘states’ were not recognised.
 
Unscrupulous businessmen like Sol Kerzner used this ‘sham’ independence to set up luxurious 
hotels with casino licences to entertain white ‘tourists’ from South Africa who could not legally 
gamble in their own country. The ‘Sun City’ hotel, which was built in Bophuthatswana in the 
1970s, became a symbol of ‘fake’ independence, white wealth and black poverty.

Under PW Botha, the Ciskei and Venda also became ‘independent’ states in 1981 and 1983 
respectively, but by then it was clear that this strategy was a failure. No other homeland leader was 
prepared to agree to ‘independence’, including Mangosuthu Buthelezi, the leader of the ‘KwaZulu’ 
homeland with its population of five million.

An important reason for the failure of the homelands policy was that millions of Africans lived 
permanently in the urban areas and refused to see themselves as citizens of the homelands. These 
urbanised Africans wanted full rights as South African citizens and many joined anti-apartheid 
organisations to protest against the homelands policy. All these factors played a part in forcing the 
National Party under de Klerk to negotiate with the ANC. Negotiations led to the re-incorporation 
of the homelands into a united, democratic and free South Africa.

Town councils and the African middle class 

Botha carried out several reforms aimed at winning over the African middle class as allies. He 
followed the advice of the De Lange Commission and increased education spending for African 
schoolchildren. In addition, one of Botha’s ministers, Piet Koornhof, granted more powers to the 
community councils in the townships and other reforms that were called the ‘Koornhof Bills’. The 
Black Local Authorities Act of 1982 appealed to some members of the African middle class who 
aspired to become town councillors and mayors. 

The ‘Koornhof Bills’ also recognised Africans who had lived in urban areas for more than ten years 
as permanent residents. This gave Africans in the townships greater stability and some protection 
against the pass laws at the expense of those Africans who were recent arrivals in urban areas and 
who lived in informal settlements like ‘Crossroads’ near Cape Town. The Africans in such ‘squatter 
camps’ periodically had their homes destroyed by government bulldozers, and the people forcibly 
taken by lorry to be dumped in the homelands.

PW Botha’s plan to win support among the African middle class failed. Africans living in the 
townships boycotted the town council elections as ‘sham’ democracy. Only about 12% of black 
voters took part in the elections in 1987. Eventually the government scrapped the pass laws 
and began a process of negotiations that led to democratic elections in 1994. All South Africans 
became full citizens who were protected by the Bill of Rights. 
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Source A: Local election pamphlet for Solidarity (1987)

An election pamphlet from the local elections of 1987. 
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: A9.20 House of Delegates)
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Questions for Source a

A1.

Study the above pamphlet and identify four reasons why some voters would  
support Perry Chetty as the Solidarity candidate. (8)

A2. 

Use your own knowledge and Source A to explain why many voters 
might boycott Perry Chetty and Solidarity. (6) 

A3.
 

At whom is the pamphlet aimed? Substantiate your answer. (4)

A4. 

*Imagine that you are a UDF member. Adapt the election pamphlet to satirise or make fun of the 
candidate and the party and add a sentence to win support for an election boycott. (6)

(Total marks: 24)
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Source B: Extract from pamphlet – Why Participation – by 
Ismail Omar, National Chairman of Solidarity (1989)

This is an extract from a pamphlet issued by Solidarity justifying their participation in the House of 
Delegates of the Tricameral Parliament. The NIC referred to above is the Natal Indian Congress, see 
‘HISTORICAL CONTEXT’.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL 2457: A9.20, House of Delegates)
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Questions for Source B

B1.

What reasons were given by the Solidarity National Chairman Ismail Omar to explain why his 
party took part in the Tricameral Parliament? (10)

B2.

Using your own knowledge and Source B, explain why most Indians 
opposed participation in the Tricameral Parliament. (4)

B3.

Was this pamphlet aimed at Solidarity supporters or its enemies? Substantiate your answer. (4)

B4.

Is this source biased? Substantiate your answer. (4)

(Total marks: 22)
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Source C: Pamphlet – To Vote or Not to Vote? (1987)

This pamphlet urges people to vote in the elections.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL 2457: A9.21, House of Delegates)
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Questions for Source C

C1.

Identify those sections of the pamphlet that urge voters to vote. (10)

C2.

Use Source C and your knowledge to explain how and why this pamphlet tries to convince voters 
to take part in the elections by voting. (4) 

C3.

What does this pamphlet imply about the people who were campaigning 
for a boycott of the elections? (4) 

C4.

How does this pamphlet use emotive language to persuade potential voters that voting is a 
positive act while failing to vote is a negative act? (8)

C5.

The pamphlet is headed ‘To vote or not to vote?’ Why does it have this heading? 
Does the content of the pamphlet match the heading? Explain why. (8)

C6.

Who is the target audience of this pamphlet? Substantiate your answer. (6)

(Total marks: 40) 
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Source D: Diagram – How town councils were elected in 
black townships (1987)
 

This is a diagram explaining how town councils are elected in black townships, published by the 
Provincial Administration of the Transvaal.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: A6.4.4, Town Council)
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Questions for Source D

D1. 

Use this diagram to write a paragraph that describes the process of electing a town council 
and a mayor in a black township. (6)

D2. 

Use Source D and your own knowledge to identify what class of person was likely to vote and / or 
stand in black town council elections. Substantiate your answer. (4)

D3.

Why do you think the Transvaal Provincial Council thought it was necessary to produce and 
disseminate this diagram to residents in the townships? (6) 

D4.

How are the people in this diagram depicted? Are various groups of people, on grounds of race, 
gender, age, physical disability and class, represented? (10)

(Total marks: 26)
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Source E: Extract from promotional booklet – 
This is Transkei (1978)

TEXT: ‘Education has always been one of the largest budget votes of the Transkei government. 
Since 1972/73 the amount allocated to education has more than doubled.’

This is an extract from a government promotional booklet published in 1978.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: B9.6, Transkei)
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Questions for Source E

E1. 

What does the text in this source say about Transkei’s commitment to education? 
What evidence to support these claims is missing? (8)

E2. 

Using Source E and your own knowledge, explain why the booklet focused on education 
(consider the date) in promoting Transkei. (4)

E3. 

*Form groups and discuss all the possible target audiences that this promotional booklet 
could be aimed at, giving reasons for your selection. (10)

E4. 

In what ways does the picture in this source depict Transkei’s schooling in a positive light? (8)

(Total marks: 30)
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Source F: Cover page of the booklet – Transkei Independ-
ence: Report of the Transkei Study Project (1976)

 

This report is very critical of the homeland system. It was written by the National Union of South 
African Students (NUSAS), an affiliate of the UDF.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: B9.7, Transkei)
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Questions for Source f

F1.

Use the text and images that appear on the cover of this report to write a paragraph written as if 
you were someone who had never heard of the Transkei before and had only this page 

as a source of information. (8)

F2.

Using Source F and your knowledge explain why NUSAS depicted the Transkei and its leader 
Mantanzima in this way on the cover of the report. (6)

F3. 

What audience was this booklet supposed to reach and for what purpose? (6) 

F4. 

Compare the image of the child in Source F to the images of children in Source E and assess 
whether both these images are accurate depictions of reality in the Transkei. Using your own 

knowledge and the sources determine which is likely to be more accurate. 
Are both images biased? (6) 

                                                   (Total marks: 26)
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Source G: Sun City Promotional Brochure (1977)

This is part of a promotional brochure publicising Sun City in Bophuthatswana.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: B2.2, Bophuthatswana)
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Questions for Source G

G1.

Write a short blurb that promotes Sun City’s features based on Source G. (6)

G2. 

Using your own knowledge and Source G, explain why Sol Kerzner built Sun City hotel and casino 
in Bophuthatswana in the 1970s close to Johannesburg and Pretoria. (6)

G3. 

Who do you think created this promotional brochure and what was its target audience? 
Substantiate your answer. (8)

G4. 

Which aspects of Bophuthatswana does this brochure ignore? Why? (4)

(Total marks: 24)
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Source H: Pamphlet – Boycott Bop. Elections and 
Celebrations Now (1987)

This is from a UDF pamphlet calling for a boycott of Bophuthatswana’s ‘10th year of independence 
celebrations’ in 1987.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: B2.1, Bophuthatswana)
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Questions for Source H

H1.

Why, according to the pamphlet, should the residents of Ga-rankua (GaRankua) and Winterveld 
specifically boycott the Bophuthatswana ‘independence’ celebrations? (6) 

H2. 

Use your own knowledge and Source H to explain why this boycott pamphlet 
was produced in 1987. (6)

H3. 

Who were the intended readers of this pamphlet? Substantiate your answer. (4)

H4. 

Compare Source H with Source G. Which gives a more accurate picture 
of Bophuthatswana in 1987? Substantiate your answer. (4)

(Total marks: 20)
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Glossary

Bantustans – the term used by the apartheid government for the ten black ‘homelands’ where 
blacks were eventually supposed to live

ethnic group – a group of people who share the same race, language and traditions

sham – fake

Total Onslaught – the belief of P.W. Botha that South Africa was facing a ruthless onslaught 
(attack) from Communist forces operating both inside and outside the country

Total Strategy – P W Botha’s response to Total Onslaught in which South Africa would fight this 
threat by means of twin policies of repression and reform

Tricameral Parliament – the parliament that was introduced into South Africa by the Constitution 
of 1983 which consisted of three chambers – whites, coloureds and Indians
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