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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 covert repression of political resistance by the apartheid state during 
the 1980s. State repression took many forms but generally repressive measures were brutal and 
denied people basic and fundamental human rights. Covert repression was hidden, and operated 
underground. In this way, the public was generally not aware of what was going on. 
 
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 covert repression of 
political resistance to the apartheid state during 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 

Covert or ‘informal repression’ in the 1980s

After the Soweto Uprising of 1976, the South African government was not able to stem the 
growing tide of resistance. By the 1980s, the anger and militancy of the youth had transformed 
into mass political organisation. The government responded with its two-pronged approach of 
reform and repression. Despite a number of reform measures, such as the Constitution of 1983, the 
main form of government response was repression. State repression took many forms but generally 
repressive measures were brutal and denied people basic and fundamental human rights. 

It is possible to categorise repression into formal repression (as discussed in Section 3) and covert 
(hidden) repression. Formal repression related to specific laws that were passed by the apartheid 
state, and people were conscious of this kind of overt repression. Covert repression was hidden, 
and operated underground. In this way, the public was generally not aware of what was going on. 
This section deals with covert repression.

Covert measures of repression

There was an extensive network of covert operations that formed the core of a hidden form of 
repression by the apartheid government. The people involved in these operations did not need acts 
of parliament or laws or regulations to carry out their activities. PW Botha created the State Security 
Council (SSC), which operated over and above the parliamentary cabinet. It consisted of army 
and police chiefs, and was an intelligence centre that made crucial but hidden decisions on state 
security. It was supported by a network of about 500 regional, district and local Joint Management 
Centres known as JMCs, forming a complete network covering the country and with information 
on every area, township and village. It had a secret budget and was not accountable to the public 
at all. 

Hit squads

Hit squad structures existed within the South African Police and within the South African Defence 
Force (SADF). One such structure was the Civil Cooperation Bureau (CCB) which carried out 
assassinations on targeted people. This included David Webster, an anthropology lecturer at Wits 
University. 

As a result of the activities of hit squads, many individuals were abducted and disappeared. People 
were harassed and their homes or cars were petrol bombed. Others received death threats and 
some were indeed assassinated. During the 1980s, about ten political assassinations occurred every 
year. In 1990 the Human Rights Commission recorded 28 assassinations, and in 1991 there were 
60. By 1992, this had peaked at 97. Organisations were also targeted. Their buildings and offices 
were burgled and damaged. There were deliberate smear campaigns against organisations and 
individuals.
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Destabilisation

The government tried to prevent neighbouring countries from supporting the liberation movements 
through a policy of destabilisation. SADF regularly launched cross-border raids on suspected 
ANC bases in neighbouring countries such as Zimbabwe, Zambia, Lesotho and Botswana. It also 
supported guerrilla groups in Mozambique (RENAMO) and Angola (UNITA) through Namibia, in an 
attempt to bring down the existing socialist governments in those countries. 

In a Commonwealth report of 1989 entitled ‘Apartheid Terrorism’, it was estimated that in 
Southern Africa, the human cost was 1½ million dead through military and economic action, most 
of them children, while a further four million people had been displaced from their homes by the 
actions of the South African apartheid government.

Amongst the destabilisation methods resorted to by the apartheid state were the following:
•	 armed action, ranging from sporadic commando raids into neighbouring countries, to full-

scale invasion and occupation as in Angola
•	 hit squad raids to abduct or assassinate political opponents
•	 	encouragement or even the creation of surrogate anti-government forces through logistical 

support, intelligence and training as in Mozambique and Angola
•	 	political pressures to promote the installation of governments well-disposed towards 

apartheid South Africa, as in Malawi, Swaziland and Lesotho
•	 	continued presence in Namibia in defiance of the United Nations’ cancellation of South 

Africa’s right (mandate) to administer ‘South West Africa’
•	 economic pressures to create and maintain a dependency on the South African transport, 

harbour, customs and financial systems

Vigilantism

Vigilante groups first appeared in South Africa around 1985 and had their origins in the support 
systems which were built up around the unpopular apartheid-created structures of homeland 
authorities and black local authorities. Vigilante groups were often recruited from conservative 
‘traditional’ elements of society, or from the ranks of desperate, unemployed and even criminal 
individuals. Having a vested interest in the apartheid-created or -endorsed structures that they were 
called upon or paid to protect, they would intervene, often with extreme violence, in situations 
where anti-apartheid activists threatened those structures. An example of this was when activists 
called for homeland authorities to resign. Vigilantism was actively encouraged by the state through 
thinly disguised support by the security forces, but also by covert support and motivation through 
funding and training.
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Source A: Article – The Toothless Watchdog (1990)

A newspaper report on the Harms Commission from The Sunday Star, 11 June 1990.
(Archived at Historical Papers as Collection AG2543: D37)
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Questions for Source a

A1.

Name two criticisms levelled at the Harms Commission. (4)

A2. 

Explain the meaning of the headline ‘The toothless watchdog’. 
Evaluate how accurate this description is of the Harms Commission. (8)

A3.
 

Why did the narrow terms of reference mean that the 
CCB could not be investigated properly? (6)

A4. 

Why was General Malan the key to a full investigation of the CCB? (4)

A5. 

What questions did the Commission raise that were not answered? (4)

A6. 

Do you think there was a successful cover-up of the activities of the CCB? Explain your answer. (6)

(Total marks: 32)
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Source B: Zapiro Cartoon − Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) Hearings (1996)

A political cartoon by Zapiro.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL3129: B15, Zapiro TRC Cartoon Collection)
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Questions for Source B

B1.

What organisations do these three ‘crocodiles’ represent? (3)

B2.

What is the significance of their appearance at the TRC Amnesty Application Hearings? (4)

B3.

Why do you think the cartoonist drew the representatives of these organisations as crocodiles? (6)

B4.

What point is the cartoonist making? (4)

B5.

Do you think this source is biased? Substantiate your answer. (8)

B6.

What other sources back up or contradict this cartoon? (2)

(Total marks: 27)
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Source C: Extract from Eugene de Kock’s testimony at the 
TRC Amnesty Hearings (1999) 
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Eugene de Kock, a former commander of Vlakplaas, appeared before the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Amnesty Hearings on 25 May 1999.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL3121: A33.4, Julian Knight and Rudolph Jansen Collection)
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Questions for Source C

C1.

What does this source tell us about CCB activities in 1990? (4)

C2.

From the source, identify two kinds of covert operations that the 
apartheid government was involved in. Give two examples. (6) 

C3.

Compare Sources A and C. Does Source C provide evidence in support of the contention that the 
Harms Commission was a ‘toothless watchdog’? (6) 

C4.

What does this source tell us about the chain of command for covert repression? (4)

C5.

Who gave the orders for the CCB to attack so-called activists in Lesotho? 
Why is this statement significant? (6)

C6.

Is this a reliable source? Substantiate your answer. (6)

(Total marks: 40) 
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Source D: Extract from the submission to the TRC by 
General JV van der Merwe (21 October 1996) 
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Van der Merwe was a member of the State Security Council.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL3060:1, volume 3, PW Botha vs. the State )
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Questions for Source D

D1. 

Who was General van der Merwe? (2)

D2. 

What does this source reveal about the ‘chain of command’ for these types of covert operations? 
(4)

D3.

Why was so much emphasis placed on not putting lives at risk when it was clear that many political 
assassinations and murders had already taken place? (4)

D4.

Does van der Merwe produce any undeniable evidence that unlawful activities 
were taking place at Khotso House? (4)

D5.

Is van der Merwe’s evidence reliable? How would you substantiate it? (6)

D6.

Was General van der Merwe simply following orders and as such not responsible 
for the bombing that took place? (6)

(Total marks: 24)
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Source E: Cartoon by Zapiro (1996)

This cartoon appeared in The Sowetan on 23 October 1996.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL3129: B28)
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Questions for Source E

E1. 

Who are the three figures hanging from the chain? (3)

E2. 

What is the ‘chain of command’ that Zapiro refers to? How does Zapiro illustrate this? (6)

E3. 

What is the significance of the old South African flag? (2)

E4. 

What is the viewpoint of the cartoonist? (6)

E5. 

Do you think all those responsible for covert repression in South Africa are known? (8)

(Total marks: 25)
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Source F: Testimony of Eugene de Kock
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Two extracts from Eugene de Kock’s testimony at the TRC Amnesty Hearings, pages 33 and 52.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL3121: A33.4, The Julian Knight and Rudolph Jansen Collection)
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Questions for Source f

F1.

What role did the CCB and Vlakplaas play and where was their area of operation? (4)

F2.

How did Vlakplaas cover up the attack on the wrong house in Botswana? (4)

F3. 

How does this source demonstrate that the South African security forces destabilised 
neighbouring countries such as Zambia, Mozambique, Botswana and Zimbabwe? (6)

F4. 

Explain how the apartheid government violated international law and what effect this would 
have had on neighbouring countries and the ANC. (4)

F5. 

How does this source help explain the nature of the ‘total onslaught’ policy of PW Botha? (6)

                                                   (Total marks: 24)
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Source G: Judgement – State vs. Botha

This is page 1557 of the judgement in the State vs. Botha, Extract 17. 

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL3060: volume 17, 1557)
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Questions for Source G

G1.

Who incriminated PW Botha in the Khotso House bombings? (3)

G2. 

Which three words in the State Security Council minutes have ambiguous meaning? 
Why is clarity important in this context? (6)

G3. 

Why could only PW Botha explain exactly what was meant by these words? (4)

G4. 

What is the Act’s definition of ‘gross violation of human rights’? (4)

G5. 

‘The former government created an environment in which gross human rights violations could 
occur.’ Do you agree with this statement? Using your own knowledge and the sources presented 

here, write a paragraph explaining your argument. (10)

(Total marks: 27)
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Source H: Article – Vigilantes Aim for Community 
Leaders (April 1987)

An article from Anti-Apartheid News, April 1987.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: W2.1, AAN, 1987)
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Questions for Source H

H1.

Using the source, explain what vigilantes were. (4)

H2. 

Explain how vigilantes operated during the state of emergency. (6)

H3. 

What was the South African government hoping to achieve by using vigilantes? (6)

H4. 

This article comes from the British Anti-Apartheid Movement’s magazine Anti-Apartheid News. 
Do you think it is a reliable source about the activities of vigilantes in South Africa? (8)

(Total marks: 24)
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Glossary

collaboration – the act of willingly cooperating with an enemy

destabilisation – to undermine the power of a government or leader by subversive acts, thereby 
making that government or country less stable

hit squads – state-based groups operating underground and unofficially, involved in political 
assassinations, threatening individuals etc.

‘kits konstabel’ – so-called ‘instant cops’. They were vigilantes who were often called upon by the 
government to intervene, with extreme violence, in areas of social unrest

vested interest – a special personal interest in an existing system which prevents a person from 
making objective decisions regarding that system
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