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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 violence in affecting the move to democracy during the late 
1980s and early 1990s. Although De Klerk had promised a new era of peaceful negotiations, 
violence increased sharply in the years leading up to the 1994 elections. Managing this violence 
was important for the future of South Africa’s democratic transition. 
 
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 violence and how it 
affected the move to democracy in South Africa leading up until 1994. 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 move to democracy – focus on violence

In 1989 FW de Klerk became the new leader of the National Party, replacing PW Botha. Although 
De Klerk had promised a new era of peaceful negotiations, violence increased sharply in the years 
leading up to the 1994 elections. There were atrocities such as the Boipatong and Bisho Massacres, 
the assassination of Chris Hani and the brutal killings of train commuters by a mysterious grouping 
known as the ‘Third Force’. Some historians blame De Klerk for much of the violence during the 
early 1990s. They claim that he used the covert ‘hit squads’ or ‘death squads’ which formed part 
of the security forces of his predecessor. It has been suggested that he secretly ordered them to 
operate illegally against the ANC. Other historians say that white right-wing extremists orchestrated 
violence and that De Klerk was too afraid or unable to act against them. Few historians nowadays 
accept De Klerk’s claim that he did not know who was behind the violence.

The Boipatong Massacre

By 1992, the ANC and its allies were growing tired of what appeared to be the National Party’s 
delaying tactics. The ANC had been in talks with the NP since February 1990, but they were unable 
to reach agreement. Talks known as ‘CODESA 2’ had collapsed. The ANC and its allies decided to 
launch a campaign of strikes, stayaways, boycotts and marches to put pressure on the Nationalist 
government to return to the negotiation table and come to an agreement so that democratic 
elections could be held. The campaign of ‘Rolling Mass Action’ was launched on 16th June 1992, 
the anniversary of the Soweto Uprising. The next day, a group of Zulu-speaking men from a 
migrant workers’ hostel attacked people in their homes in the township of Boipatong, killing 49 
defenceless men, women and children. One of the victims was a pregnant woman and several 
victims were young children, including one baby. 

The killers were members of Inkatha, the ethnically-based, conservative, cultural group headed by 
Mangosuthu ‘Gatsha’ Buthelezi. Buthelezi had once had ties with the ANC, but had turned against 
them, and moved closer to De Klerk’s National Party. Buthelezi increasingly opposed the ANC in his 
stronghold of KwaZulu where he served as a ‘homeland’ leader. He turned Inkatha into a political 
organisation known as the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). He encouraged his supporters to carry so-
called ‘traditional’ weapons such as spears, pangas and knobkerries, supposedly for self defence, 
yet in most cases it was Inkatha who initiated attacks on ANC supporters. These attacks became 
increasingly common in the rural areas of what is KwaZulu-Natal today, and in the black townships 
of what is modern-day Gauteng. 

Boipatong is a black township south of Johannesburg in the area called the ‘Vaal Triangle’. 
Boipatong is situated near Sharpeville, the site of the massacre in 1960. On the night of 17th June, 
about 300 heavily-armed IFP supporters slipped quietly out of the nearby KwaMadala hostel and 
burst into people’s homes in Boipatong, slaughtering them in their beds. Some of the survivors 
of that terrible night said that white policemen were involved. The police did nothing to stop the 
attack and initially took no steps to arrest suspects (weapons were not confiscated, fingerprints 
were not taken and eyewitness accounts were not taken down). The people of Boipatong had no 
doubt that the Nationalist government was involved. When De Klerk tried to visit Boipatong a short 
while later, he was driven out by a hostile crowd. 
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The Bisho Massacre

Bisho was the ‘capital’ of Ciskei, one of the ‘independent homelands’ that had been created by the 
Apartheid government. By the early 1990s, the ‘homelands’ were crumbling economically as they 
were too small and fragmented to become economically viable. Corruption and inefficiency had 
driven the people living in these homelands to the brink of revolution. This was particularly true in 
the case of the Ciskei. The first ‘Prime Minister’ of this tiny so-called ‘state’ was Lennox Sebe who 
notoriously had spent many millions of Rands building an ‘international airport’ even though not a 
single country anywhere in the world (apart from white South Africa) recognised the independence 
of the Ciskei. 

Sebe was replaced by Brigadier ‘Oupa’ Qqoza, a particularly unpopular ‘tin-pot’ dictator. Some 
ANC leaders, notably Ronnie Kasrils, remembered that ordinary people had risen up in 1989 and 
overthrown the communist dictator Ceausescu in Rumania. They had toppled the East German 
state through demonstrations at Leipzig. They had brought down the communist government in 
Czechoslovakia. Kasrils thought that if an uprising occurred in Bisho, the so-called capital of Ciskei, 
they could bring down Qqoza’s government and cause a constitutional crisis. This was referred to 
as the ‘Leipzig Option’. 

Such a coup, it was hoped, would inspire rebellions in Bophuthatswana, Venda and the Transkei, 
other ‘independent states’ in South Africa. With the homeland system crumbling, De Klerk would 
be forced to take negotiations even more seriously. The ANC would also be free to organise and 
recruit members in these ‘homelands.’

The ANC plan was simple: their supporters would gather in King William’s Town on 7th September 
1992, in a town that was still part of ‘white South Africa.’ From there they would march to the 
Ciskei’s ‘Independence Stadium.’ The stadium lay alongside a fence that served as the Ciskei’s 
‘border’ and was not far from Bisho. ANC supporters would break through the fence and flood into 
the town of Bisho, take over key buildings and bring down Qqoza’s government. 

On the appointed day, a crowd of 80 000 gathered near the stadium. They then rushed the 
fence, broke through, and starting fanning out towards Bisho. Black soldiers and policemen from 
Ciskei, who were not expected to resist, opened fire, killing 28 people and wounding over 200 
men, women and children. It was a brutal act and, like the attacks by Inkatha on ANC supporters, 
demonstrated that the anti-apartheid struggle was not merely a racial struggle or a political conflict 
between the ANC and NP, but also involved the NP’s black allies such as Buthelezi and Qqoza who 
had been co-opted by the apartheid system.

The Bisho Massacre reflected a low point in the negotiations process. This disastrous experience, 
combined with the Boipatong Massacre, convinced De Klerk and Mandela to meet and discuss a 
way forward at a ‘summit’ meeting held on 26th September 1992. A ‘Record of Understanding’ 
was signed by the two leaders which aimed to reduce violence and restart negotiations. 

The assassination of Chris Hani

A shocking event took place on 10 April 1993 that threatened to derail the negotiations 
completely. The popular and charismatic Chris Hani, then-general secretary of the South African 
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Communist Party (SACP) was assassinated in the driveway of his Dawn Park home in Boksburg by 
a right-wing extremist, Polish immigrant, Janusz Waluz. Hani was idolised by many of the township 
youth ‘comrades’ and there was a real threat of widespread violence. 

Mandela appeared on television to appeal for calm, noting that a brave white Afrikaner woman, 
Retha Harmse, had witnessed the shooting and had alerted the police, which resulted in the 
immediate arrest of the assassin. Walusz and his co-conspirator, Clive Derby-Lewis, a member of 
the white right-wing Conservative Party, were tried and sentenced to death, later commuted to life 
imprisonment when the death penalty was scrapped. 

Hani’s assassination actually pushed the ANC and Nationalist government closer to agreement. 
Everyone realised that South Africa was a powder keg that could explode at any moment. The 
negotiations process was speeded up and the ANC and NP looked seriously for agreements and 
compromises. Within a few months, the two sides had hammered out agreements to all but a few 
remaining issues. 

The ‘Third Force’ 

Violence, however, continued despite the return to negotiations by the ANC and NP. Many ANC 
community leaders and trade unionists were assassinated by unknown elements. They were known 
as the ‘Third Force’ because it seemed as if neither the government nor the ANC was involved. 
Both sides had realised that they had nothing to gain by promoting violence.
 
One of the most disturbing actions of the ‘Third Force’ took the form of attacks on black 
passengers of trains that travelled between townships and factories or other places of work. Death 
squads of unknown people hidden by balaclavas and using gloves would burst onto commuter 
trains, firing indiscriminately at men, women and children, and sometimes throwing passengers 
off moving trains. Leaving the trains at the next station, they would disappear. Hundreds of people 
were murdered in this way, striking fear into the hearts of train commuters who never knew if they 
would be the next victims. 

The police did little to try and stop these killings. Some of the victims thought that the attackers 
were white policemen, while others thought that they were black men who spoke Portuguese, 
which meant possibly that they could have been members of RENAMO −Mozambique’s anti-
communist rebels. Black soldiers from the South African 101 Battalion were also blamed. Later, 
during the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) hearings, it appeared that they may have 
been death squads organised by Eugene De Kock at a farm Vlakplaas, which was linked to the Civil 
Cooperation Bureau (CCB). De Klerk claimed that he knew nothing about De Kock’s death squads.

The ‘Third Force’ sowed suspicion among anti-apartheid activists. ANC supporters among the 
township youth would seize anyone that they suspected of acting as an informer or spy for the 
police. Suspects would then be brought before these young ‘comrades’ who formed special ‘courts’ 
to try these ‘cases’. Often no evidence was presented, and it was mere suspicion or rumour that 
was used to find a person ‘guilty’. The suspect could be sentenced to death and then murdered, 
often through the gruesome technique of the ‘necklace’, where a petrol-soaked tyre would be 
placed around the victim’s neck and set alight. Many ANC members and anti-apartheid activists 
such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu condemned such killings by the young ‘comrades’ and branded 
them as renegades or ‘com-tsotsis’. 
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Full-scale battles meanwhile continued to take place between ANC-supporting township youth who 
referred to themselves as the ‘young lions’ and who formed themselves into armed ‘Self-Defence 
Units’ (SDUs) and Inkatha supporters who usually lived in the hostels alongside or inside the 
townships. Black vigilante groups such as the conservative ‘Witdoeke’ attacked ANC supporters, 
probably with police help, while mysterious elements from the ‘Third Force’ may have also recruited 
black criminal gangs such as the ‘Black Cats’ to attack ANC members. 

The white right-wing extremist groups also openly became involved in acts of violence. In one 
of the most shocking incidents, a member of the ‘Wit Wolve’ calmly walked up to a taxi rank in 
Pretoria and began to shoot black commuters at point-blank range. Several were killed. On 25 
June 1993, the right-wing Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (AWB) used an armoured car to burst 
through the plate glass front of the World Trade Centre in Kempton Park where the negotiations 
were taking place. White thugs, many of them drunk, punched and insulted the negotiators before 
going off to hold a braai in the car park.

De Klerk and Mandela realised that South Africa was descending into chaos and civil war. The final 
stages of the negotiations were rushed through and the last clause of the new constitution was 
hammered out on 18 November 1993. De Klerk finally took action regarding the ‘Third Force’, 
and appointed the Steyn Commission to investigate elements in the (largely white) South African 
Defence Force (SADF). As a result of the investigations, De Klerk fired several senior white military 
officers including several high-ranking generals. 

Members of the Civil Co-operation Bureau (CCB) who were involved in many ‘dirty tricks’ actions 
against anti-apartheid supporters, including the assassination of white activist and academic, David 
Webster, were arrested. A Transitional Executive Committee (TEC) made up of representatives of 
the main political parties (the ANC and the NP) governed South Africa during this interim period 
until the elections in 1994. Democratic elections were set for 27 April 1994. Buthelezi refused 
to accept the agreement and violence between IFP and ANC supporters continued. At the last 
minute, however, a few days before the elections, the IFP was finally persuaded to take part. The 
elections were held, despite a number of bombs being set off by right-wing extremists. The new 
Government of National Unity (GNU) was formed. The new government consisted of members of 
the Nationalist Party, ANC and IFP as well the leaders of some of the smaller parties such as the 
PAC. Negotiations won in the end, and South Africa experienced the miracle of democratic and 
free elections. Violence had failed and peaceful negotiations had triumphed.
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Source A: Newsletter – Freedom Alert (1990)

Extract from the newsletter published by the International Freedom Foundation no. 4, September 
1990, p. 5. 
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: K4.1.1, Ad Hoc and Unsourced)
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Questions for Source a

A1.

Study the above newsletter in Source A and identify three different ways in which politically 
inspired violence in 1990 exceeded the ‘worst manifestations of unrest’ during the period between 

1984 and 1987. (6)

A2. 

Examine the symbol used in the top centre of the newsletter, under the heading ‘Freedom Alert’. 
What is the symbol and what is it meant to represent? (4) 

A3.
 

Who created this document and which audience is it aimed at? How do you know this? (6) 

A4. 

Who does this newsletter imply is responsible for failing to halt the growing violence? 
Does this mean that the document is right-wing (in favour of the apartheid government) or left-

wing (opposed to the apartheid government)? (4)

(Total marks: 20)
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Source B: Extract – The South African War: The Violence 
(1990)

An extract from the journal Work in Progress, volume no. 69, September 1990.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: K1, Ad Hoc and Unsourced)
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Questions for Source B

B1.

Who is the writer of the source and to which organisation does he belong? (4)

B2.

Using your own knowledge and Source B, explain why it is headlined ‘A view from the ground’. (4)

B3.

Which organisation was this article directed at and why? (4)

B4.

As a photographer, what aspects of the photograph do you think would support the article 
and the ANC? (8)

(Total marks: 20)
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Source C: Extract – Let the People Decide! (1991)

Extract from a booklet produced by the African National Congress, Department of Political 
Education, January 1991. 
(Archived at Cullen Africa as Pamphlet JQ1998: A6)
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Questions for Source C

C1.

What evidence is there in Mandela’s speech in December 1990 that he felt that the National Party 
government was trying to drag out negotiations for as long as possible. (6)

C2.

Use Source C and your own knowledge to explain what the pamphlet meant when it said that the 
‘apartheid government…fails to keep its side of the bargain’. (4) 

C3.

Who was this pamphlet aimed at and why did it make use of cartoons to get its message across? 
(6) 

C4.

Is this pamphlet reliable as a historical document for understanding the causes of political violence? 
Is it useful as a historical document for understanding the causes of political violence? (8)

(Total marks: 24) 



SAHA IN THE CLASSROOM 12  

Source D: Map – Where is the Violence?
 

Extract from a booklet produced by the Institute for Contextual Theology, headed by Dr. Beyers 
Naude’ who was banned at the time, undated.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: K1, Ad Hoc and Unsourced)
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Questions for Source D

D1. 

List three areas where violence occurred that are depicted on the map or mentioned in the text on 
the left hand side or in the list of place names on the right hand side. (6)

D2. 

Using your own knowledge and Source D, identify when this undated pamphlet was likely to have 
been issued and explain how you know this. (4)

D3.

Who do you think created this pamphlet and what was its target audience. 
Substantiate your answer. (4)

D4.

Which form of violence does this pamphlet ignore? (4)

(Total marks: 18)



SAHA IN THE CLASSROOM 14  

Source E: A pro-Nationalist government pamphlet 

Issued during the negotiations process, undated.
(Archived at SAHA as Collection AL2457: A7.4)



SOURCE BOOKLET FOR LEARNERS15

Questions for Source E

E1. 

List two positive ideas that are linked to the Nationalist Party government in this pamphlet and 
two negative ideas that are linked to anti-government elements. (8)

E2. 

Using your own knowledge and Source E, explain why this pamphlet was issued during the 
negotiations process. (4)

E3. 

Who do you think created this pamphlet and what was its target audience? 
Substantiate your answer. (4)

E4. 

Which aspects of the Nationalist Party government does this pamphlet ignore? (4)

(Total marks: 20)
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Glossary

covert – secret or hidden

powder keg – a small cask for holding gunpowder or other explosives. It is used as a metaphor to 
describe a potentially explosive situation

renegades – someone who rejects a cause, allegiance, or group for another; becomes an outlaw 
or a rebel

Self-Defence Units’ – they were formed at the request of the ANC from late 1984. At first, they 
operated underground but as the political climate changed in the late 1980’s, their visibility also 
increased. This was at the height of the defiance campaign. The SDU’s operated in communities 
and were part of the then emerging street committees. Their responsibility was to defend their area 
against the Security Forces.

summit meeting – a meeting of heads of government

tin pot dictator – a dictator of little importance or significance
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