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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 formal repression of political resistance by the apartheid state 
during the 1980s. 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 
these measures were brutal and denied people basic and fundamental human rights. 
 
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 formal repression by 
the apartheid state during the 1980s in an attempt to quell resistance. 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 

Formal 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 been channelled 
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 
these measures were brutal and denied people basic and fundamental human rights. It is possible 
to divide state repression into formal repression, which is discussed here, and which was visible and 
relied on laws and policing; and informal repression, which was usually covert (secret and hidden), 
and in this sense was far more sinister. Informal repression is the theme of this series.

Formal repression relied on the laws passed by the apartheid state, which gave the security police 
wide powers. It also depended on extensive law enforcement machinery. These repressive powers 
of the state affected people, organisations, public gatherings, publications and all forms of political 
activity. The apartheid state was able to invade all aspects of public and private life.

Repression against people

New security legislation, such as the Internal Security Act of 1982, gave the state the power to 
detain a person without trial indefinitely. This meant that detainees had no access to the law courts 
or to the normal procedures of law. People were brutalised in detention, experiencing both mental 
and physical abuse. Detainees were interrogated, during which they were tortured and abused. 
Many were kept in solitary confinement for extensive periods. Over 80 000 people were detained 
without trial, some for as long as two and a half years. In this way, people who were regarded as a 
threat to the national security were simply removed from society. Over 70 people died in detention. 
The police always claimed that they were not responsible for these deaths. The Detention Action 
Committee took up this issue (Source A).

Another method of silencing people who were regarded as a security threat was through banning. 
Banned persons were restricted to the magisterial district in which they lived, were not allowed to 
be in the company of more than one person at a time and could not take part in political activities. 
Banned people could not even be quoted. Banning orders were usually imposed for a five year 
period, but thereafter many people had banning orders re-imposed for a further five years. For the 
individual, the effect of banning was devastating. Other people were banished to remote areas of 
the country or restricted and placed under house arrest. All of these methods removed people from 
public life.

Repression against organisations

The government also banned over 100 political organisations, which meant that they were not 
allowed to operate. Other organisations experienced harassment. Their foreign funding was cut off, 
or they were severely threatened with this.
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Gatherings

Many public gatherings were banned. In particular, the security police targeted funerals of political 
activists. They were either restricted or subjected to a large police presence. This often led to 
confrontation, arrests and deaths.

Publications

Newspapers and publications were strictly censored. Six newspapers were closed down completely, 
while others were suspended for a period of time. The information that newspapers were allowed 
to print was strictly controlled. Thousands of books, publications and pamphlets were banned.

Military build up 

P.W. Botha, a military man himself, expanded both the powers and the role of the military. He 
increased government spending on the military. In 1974 there were 328 000 people in the armed 
forces and the military budget was R707 million; by 1982, these figures had increased to 592 000 
people with a budget of R3 000 million. After being elected as Minister of Defence in 1966, he 
introduced conscription in 1967, which meant that all white men had to do two years compulsory 
military service. Jail sentences for objection to conscription were harsh, and as time went by, 
became increasingly severe – with up to six years sentence. The End Conscription Campaign (ECC) 
took this issue up.

State of Emergency

In 1985 the government launched a serious attempt to crush the forces of resistance by imposing a 
State of Emergency in many parts of the country. This gave the security forces even wider powers. 
Thousands of people were detained, meetings were prohibited, the news was censored, and the 
army moved into the townships. This caused a great deal of anger. In 1986, the State of Emergency 
was re-imposed, this time over the whole country. It was extended until 1990. As a result, the rule 
of law in South Africa was suspended. Repression was the dominant instrument of control.
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Source A: Extract – Deaths in Detention (1982)

This is from a newsletter of the Ad Hoc Detention Action Committee, August 1982. 
(Archived at UWL: AD2951, H, South African Institute of Race Relations, Detentions, Bannings)
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Questions for Source a

A1.

Give three reasons the police gave for detainee deaths in detention. (3 x 2 = 6)

A2. 

Why do you think the newsletter refers to these causes of death as ‘attributed causes’? (4)

A3.
 

Why do you think that so many people died in detention? (6)

A4. 

Why do you think this pamphlet refers to South Africa’s security laws in inverted commas, 
and refers to them as so-called? (4)

A5. 

The newsletter refers to the Rabie Commission. What does the source say about 
the Rabie Commission? Why did it not ask why so many detainees died? (6)

A6. 

What was the attitude of the Detention Action Committee towards the police and its 
policy of detentions? Provide evidence from the source to justify your answer. (6)

(Total marks: 32)
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Source B: Obituary of Anton Fransch (1989)

Anton Fransch was a victim of police action.

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: F6.9)
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Questions for Source B

B1.

How did Anton Fransch believe people could effectively protect themselves 
from the brutality of the police? (2)

B2.

Did the government detention imposed on Anton Fransch have the desired effect? Explain. (6)

B3.

What is meant by: ‘We will pick up his fallen spear’? Did this indeed happen? (4)

B4.

Why was Anton Fransch referred to as a ‘Lion’ in the title? Use words from 
the source to support your answer. (4)

B5.

Give two reasons as to why Umkhonto we Sizwe was known as the people’s Army. (4)

B6.

How effective do you think the chants / refrains ‘Long live… (etc.); Victory is certain!’ would be on 
the young people in the struggle? Explain your answer. (6)

(Total marks: 26)
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Source C: Pamphlet issued by Interim Committee against 
Political Imprisonment

(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: F4.15.9)
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Questions for Source C

C1.

What does the acronym CAPI stand for? (2)

C2.

The images on both sides of the pamphlet give a powerful message regarding the struggle. 
Describe and explain the message and why the images are so effective. (8) 

C3.

What questions does the pamphlet urge the people to ask of their organisations? 
Write them in your own words. (4) 

C4.

 What are the different forms of political imprisonment mentioned in the source? (4)

(Total marks: 18) 
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Source D: Extract – Use of the Courts: Bannings (1989)

 

Use of the Courts:

There has been a substantial escalation in the number of political trials in recent years. In the year 

ending June 1988, for example, 51 political trials involving 165 people were completed, with 80 

convictions and 85 acquittals. A further 58 trials were in progress, involving 232 accused. Charges 

ranged from treason, terrorism, membership and furthering the aims of banned organization, 

sabotage, under going military training, harbouring guerillas, attending illegal gatherings, to 

murder and public violence, which at first glance are not political, yet closer investigation reveals 

them to be so. 

Some of these trials involve prosecution of notable community leaders on tenuous charges of 

conspiracy with the African National Congress, and plots to over through the state by making 

townships ungovernable. The tenuousness of these charges has not saved some accused from 

conviction at the hands of enthusiastic judges, who have not been reluctant to pass punitive 

sentences. 

The best known of these involves the “Delmas trial” which tied up three senior UDF leaders and 

various religious and civic leaders in a trial which took three years to come to complete, and where 

the judgment alone filled 1500 pages. Only four of the original 22 accused were actually jailed, 

receiving lengthy sentences. Pre-trial detention, the refusal of bail, and these sentences removed 

both the general secretary and publicity secretary of the UDF from the political arena.

An extract from Suppressing Apartheid Opponents: the State of Emergency June 1987 to March
1989 by David Webster and Maggie Friedman, SA Research Service and Ravan Press.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457:K1, Ad hoc and Unsourced) 
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Questions for Source D

D1. 

What was the UDF and why was it formed in 1983? (4)

D2. 

From the source, identify four of the charges laid against anti-apartheid groups. (4)

D3.

Why does the source regard the above charges as political? (4)

D4.

Why could the charges be regarded as ‘tenuous’? (2)

D5.

Why do you think only 4 of the 22 accused in the Delmas Trial were actually jailed? (2)

D6.

What impact would the removal of the general secretary and the publicity secretary 
of the UDF have on the struggle? (4)

D7.

The government used the procedure of long treason trials to disempower the struggle. 
Name and describe the Trial of 1956 showing how it was similar to the Delmas Trial. (10)

(Total marks: 30)
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Source E: Extract – Table and Pie Graph (1989)

In 1988 the Minister of Law and Order imposed a series of restrictions which crippled 33 
organisations, ranging from AZAPO, through many UDF structures, to one extreme right wing 
group.

An extract from Suppressing Apartheid Opponents: the State of Emergency June 1987 to March
1989 by David Webster and Maggie Friedman, SA Research Service and Ravan Press
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457:K1, Ad hoc and Unsourced)
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Questions for Source E

E1. 

Give two reasons as to why bannings were most prevalent in the 
political youth and student movements. (4)

E2. 

The graph in the source shows a trend of fewer bannings between 1950 and 1976. 
Account for this. (4)

E3. 

What event occurred in 1960 that caused bannings to increase? (2)

E4. 

In 1976 yet another event caused a spike in bannings. Using your own knowledge describe why 
this event significantly increased the bannings. (10)

E5. 

Why did bannings increase once again in 1988? (2)

(Total marks: 22)
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Source F: Cartoon – ‘The Dark Ages Revisited’ (1997)

 

A political cartoon by Zapiro, published in the Sowetan, 19 September 1997.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL 3129: C23, Zapiro TRC Cartoon Collection)
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Questions for Source f

F1.

Which political leader does the Emperor represent? (2)

F2.

With reference to the cartoon what kind of support was Stoffel Botha giving to the Emperor? (4)

F3. 

How has the cartoonist shown the differences between the alternative press and the regular press? 
(6)

F4. 

What message is the cartoonist trying to convey to the reader by using the title 
‘The Dark Ages revisited….’ (6)

F5. 

Read the speech bubble on the right hand side of the cartoon where the alternative press is sitting 
on a bench. What do you think the alternative press is predicting for the future? (4)

F6. 

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

(Total marks: 26)
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Glossary

acquittal – judgment, as by a jury or judge, that a defendant is not guilty of a crime as charged

banning – under the former system of apartheid, to deprive a person suspected of illegal activity of 
the right of free movement and association with others

banished – as a form of punishment, a person is expelled or forced to leave his/her community 
and live elsewhere

brutalise – to treat brutally, without feeling or humanity

censored – suppress material which is considered to be politically sensitive or objectionable

conviction – judgement of a jury or judge that a person is guilty of a crime as charged

disempower – to deprive of power and influence

guerrilla – a member of an irregular, politically motivated, armed force that fights regular forces

harbour – to give shelter or protection

interrogation – a form of questioning often accompanied by torture to extract information or a 
confession

state of emergency – a governmental declaration that suspends certain normal functions of 
government and may be used to suspend civil liberties 
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