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Introduction 
 
Dear friends. 
 
I have been asked to share a little about the role of the singing within the Anti Apartheid 

Movement. The perspective will be a personal one and that of a grass-root, yet “on the wings of 
song” it will also attempt to rise to a global one. 

 
Let me start by telling you a story. 
 
In the mid-eighties I was, together with the Swedish songgroup “Fjedur”, teaching South 

African Freedom songs to a class of 8-year olds in a school outside of Stockholm. I told them 
about Mandela and Botha and we taught them the song “Vula Botha! Siyangqongqoza –  Open 
Botha! We are a’knocking. Release Mandela, our leader!“  

 
As I wanted them to sing a bit louder I said:  
“You see this Botha, he’s got a bit of a hearing problem. You have to sing really loud if he’s 

going to hear you all the way to South Africa!”.  
 
And the kids, to my surprise, took me literarily, and sang with expressions of total 

dedication; red faces, thumping hearts and clear voices that must at least have been heard - 
across the street...  

 
I almost felt a bit ashamed – after all you are not supposed to betray little children’s 

innocence like that. 
 
A week later we returned to the school for the next rehearsal. This time they came running 

towards us already in the schoolyard with faces beaming of even more excitement and pride.  
“He heard us, he heard us!”, they cried, pointing at a newspaper they carried triumphantly.  

The headline confirmed with big black letters: “Botha opens talks on the release of Nelson 
Mandela.” 

 
I bit my lip and wondered; really, who is the teacher and who’s the student here … 
 
 
But the story doesn’t end there. It gets even better. 
 
A few years later the miracle happens, Nelson Mandela is released! And he chooses 

Uppsala Cathedral, my own hometown church, as venue to deliver his first speech outside of 
Africa! I had the inexpressible joy of conducting the choirs at the occasion. 

He opens his speech with these words: 
 
As no man is an island, so too are we not men of stone who are not moved by 

the noble passions of love, friendship and human compassion. 



Imagine then how our hearts beat as your voices wafted across the great 
distances that separate us and penetrated through the prison walls, as over the walls 
of Jericho, to reach us in our cells. Everyday we heard your voices ring – Free the 
political prisoner! We heard your voices sing – Let my people go! 

As we heard that vibrating and invigorating cry of human concern, we knew 
that we would be free. We saw that no prison walls or guard dogs or even the cold 
seas that are like a deadly moat surrounding Robben Island, could ever succeed to 
frustrate the desires of all humanity. We drew strength and sustenance from the 
knowledge that we were part of a greater humanity than our jailers could claim. 

Intended for oblivion, we were discovered by the little people whom we had 
never met. They wrote to us to give us encouragement and hope. They celebrated our 
birthdays with us. They remembered us at Christmas. They defied the elements to 
demonstrate about us. They prayed for our freedom. They did what they could not 
afford, by contributing some of their earnings so that we could study and purchase 
what little we could to relieve the rigors of prison life. 

In the end the high and mighty also heard the voice of the little people. They 
too discovered that buried away in the dungeons of the Pretoria regime were men 
and women who should never have been arrested in the first place. They too joined 
the noble chorus – Free the political prisoners! 

I don’t think anyone could doubt Mandela’s sincerity in this statement. Yet his claim to 
everyday have heard the voices of the little people is as incredulous as the children’s claim that 
they were heard by Botha.  

 
But in these statements, difficult as they may be to believe for us mere mortals, lie a deep 

and unobtrusive truth that  guided the whole anti-apartheid struggle and in the end gave it its 
victory. Human beings do get moved by noble passions of love, friendship and human 
compassion. Human beings, be it a Mandela, a Botha or anyone else, are actually unable not to 
be moved by them.   

 
The North – South Connection 

 
Let me at this point of the presentation go back a little, and give a biographical 

background. 
 
In 1978 the  Swedish song-group “Fjedur”, of which I was a founder member, got the 

opportunity to travel to South Africa via the channels of the Lutheran Church. We came from a 
small community from the northern vast forests of the country and insignificant as I thought this 
was from the beginning I more and more realise its significance. We grew up in an area where 
the last echoes of an ancient pastoral culture with a great musical heritage still could be 
experienced and our music was based on preserving and furthering this, along with this 
inexplicable interest in African music.  

 
Incredulous as it may seem I think it is correct to say that we were still part of a remnant 

yet unbroken succession of an oral and vocal tradition that stretched back to – yes – to the days 
we as humankind trekked out of Africa. Our trip was at any rate, in the deepest of senses, a 
homecoming rather than a foreign encounter, a finding of Self and Identity rather than a 
venturing into a strange territory. 

 



The more I live in this country, the more I realise the extraordinary nature of this journey 
of one month. We landed here in Durban and spent the first days travelling the dusty roads of 
the homeland - using the euphemism of the time - Kwa Zulu. After 10 days in this area, more 
appropriately named a concentration camp, we met a poverty and an oppressive system that we 
of course never had encountered the like. Yet, through the means of the music we shared a 
common language that transcended every barrier of space or time and allowed for a 
communication and an identification of unfathomable depths and incomprehensible joy. 

 
I do not expect you to believe me as I can’t understand this myself, but after 10 days in 

this the most deprived of areas I had acquired a muscle-ache in my cheeks - from constantly and 
happily smiling. Coming home to Sweden again we had no choice but to share our experiences 
and our great wealth of songs and stories. Only through sharing them could we make this 
amazing journey somehow real and comprehended by ourselves. 

 
We released within a few years time a series of booklets and music cassettes under the 

heading South African Songs of Protest and Praise. The concept of including both political songs 
and spiritual songs was rather new and caused a few mumbles in both camps. But the synergy 
caused by this coalition made it a fast-growing and all-encompassing movement.  
 

The songs caught on instantly and in a big way. Sweden had a long history of committed 
involvement with the South African struggle and these song seemed to fill a need for an 
emotional outlet of expression of solidarity with South Africa and its apartheid victims. But the 
songs would have gone nowhere if they hadn’t at the same time also worked as Songs of 
Freedom for the Swedes.  

 
In a choral nation as Sweden’s, with its high standards, yet being very homogenous not to 

say conformist, these songs immediately enriched - or challenged. They demanded movement in 
order to make sense. The traditional linear formations cracked as the choristers needed to sing in 
more circular ways. This also challenged the hierarchical structures and the role of the 
conductors. The songs were democratic not only as far as the demands of the lyrics were 
concerned, they invariably and unavoidably changed structures of power in the groups that 
performed them. The African concept of circle also manifested in the notion of time. The songs 
had no real beginning and no end, very unlike the Western linear concept and freed an overly 
time-conscious people to be in the now.  

 
It was a far cry from only being an exotic import of strange music from a foreign land, or 

only an expression of altruistic solidarity for that matter. Had it been it would not have made the 
impact it did. For hundreds of thousands of people who encountered the South African songs in 
Sweden it was a liberating meeting with a whole different mind-set. The culture of Ubuntu that 
had formed these songs and woven in all its great African concepts of time and space, charisma 
and community in its creations, was now also able to share these fruits to a hungry and thirsty 
people on a foreign shore. This, in my belief, was the greatest achievement of the South African 
songs in Sweden.  

 
I could go into great lengths telling about different aspects of this North-South Dialogue. 

But let me instead turn my attention on another bridge that the South African songs achieved to 
build that probably isn’t as well known;  

 
The East - West Connection 

 
Fjedur continued touring in Sweden, giving concerts, workshops and recording and 

broadcasting continuously and often as fulltime professionals during most of the eighties. Along 
with the South African music the Swedish folk-music was always present and indeed first choice. 



This feels important to state; the African musical branch could never have blossomed without this 
deep indigenous root, and this also served as a good reminder of the dangers of the African 
songs turning escapist or superficial. 

 
The big international leap for Fjedur and our South African music came 1984 when we 

were invited to take part in the general assembly of the Lutheran World Federation held in 
Budapest, Hungary with delegates from all over the world. 

 
 South Africa was high on the agenda of the ecumenical movement at the time and the 

strange phenomenon of a group of blonds and blue-eyed’s performing the songs only seemed to 
accentuate the fact that the apartheid issue indeed was of global concern. 

 
Especially for the big delegations of East European youth the stories and songs from SA 

became very catalytic. The following years we were invited officially from both East Germany, 
(three times) and Estonia to perform our South African songs. It is true to say that our Anti-
Apartheid platform ensured us of having no problems to receive official invitations as this was 
very much official policy. But it is equally true to say that the young people of Eastern Europe 
themselves, due to their situation of limited freedom of speech and movement, could in many 
ways more easily identify with the oppressed masses of South Africa.  And yet, the expressions of 
South African defiant resistance found in the songs we taught them was of course something 
totally new and beyond anything they had previously experienced. Again the old African oral 
tradition proved very useful as a means of efficient and immediate transportation as these songs 
spread mouth to mouth around Eastern Europe. 
 
One particular concert in GDR comes to mind as a good example of this ambiguity. 

 
We sang in a big church in Leipzig packed to capacity. Our Swedish folk-music as well as 

our renditions of their own Sebastian Bach was well and politely received but when we came to 
the South African part of the program the atmosphere got more electric. As an introduction to 
the song “Ayangena” we told the story of when we had had the privilege to sing that song for 
Desmond Tutu in Oslo when he received the Nobel Peace Price.  

 
The story went something like this:  
 
“At a reception we sang a few songs for the South African delegation headed by Desmond 

Tutu. From the very start of our singing there was a growing commotion among the South-
Africans and when we came to the song “Ayangena” the bishop just couldn’t sit still any longer. 
Clad in his long purple robe he rose to his feet and with his whole entourage behind him he came 
dancing up towards us on stage. “Ayangena” is a song that makes fun of the security police, in 
very vivid motions it says: “They enter, they exit, they hesitate…”  

Now it so happened that the day before, Tutu had received a bomb threat and the whole 
Norwegian Security Police was on highest alert to what probably was their most high-profiled 
assignment ever. They had clearly received instructions not to leave the bishop an inch. 

The scene was magnificent: First in the procession comes Tutu ecstatically singing and 
dancing, then up on the stage follow these discretely dressed security-men, but seldom has 
anything more insecure been seen - we called them the Norwegian insecurity-police. Last in this 
hilarious parade comes the rest of the South Africans, bellowing out in exuberance: “Ayangena! - 
They go this way, they go that way, they don’t know what way, trip and stumble, go astray” as 
the police in front of them so vividly illustrated.  

So now we are going to sing “Ayangena”, a song dedicated to the South African Security 
Police but it seemed to work fine with the Norwegians as well.” 

 



By that time the first shy giggles in the East German audience had turned into outright 
liberating laughter - at least among most of them - and as we sang “Ayangena” it was quite easy 
to spot by their reactions who identified with the singing masses and who identified with the 
Security Police… 

 
In Estonia where the transformation aptly was named “The singing revolution” the songs 

from our collection “Freedom is coming” were all translated into Estonian and sung in the streets 
and halls of Talinn. 

 
At a 1986 concert when we performed in the gutters – literarily - of Harlem, New York, a 

man came up to us afterwards and told us excitedly how he just had come back from Estonia 
and all these South African freedom songs were now also heard in the streets of  the cities of 
Estonia. 

 
Thus the whole world united in the Songs of Freedom: The singers from the North singing 

songs from the South in the West that had been heard in the East. 
 
 

Together! 
 
The spread of these songs around the world is a remarkable story not least for the fact 

that it was done virtually without any “marketing”. Primarily relying on the oral tradition itself and 
aided by the distribution of tapes and songbooks the songs carried the cries of Freedom to the 
corners of the world. I could relate a number of instances where I have encountered these songs 
in the most unlikely places as well as stories from other travellers. 
 

But let me trace the journey of one such song. This story also starts in a Stockholm school 
in the mid-eighties but this time it was grown-up students studying to become social workers. 
They had been singing South African songs together with me and afterwards they discovered 
that the school owned stocks and shares in companies with investments in South Africa. After a 
short but vocal time of lobbying by the students the school board conceded and sold the shares. 
In a fine gesture they gave the money earned on the sale to the students to be used in a way 
that best would forward the South African struggle. The students called me and asked for advice 
on how to use it:  

“Should we bring up a South African student?”  
“How ‘bout bringing the whole choir?” I responded and a year later the Pula Choral, a 

group of Students and Mine Workers from Welkom and Bloemfontein landed in Stockholm. Their 
three month tour in the height of the insurrection was an occasion that no one who experienced 
it will ever forget.  

 
One of the songs they left behind was “Malizwe”.  
A couple of years later I travelled with a Scandinavian song-group on a tour to Cuba and 

Central America with a repertoire of World Music. We ended up in Bluefields, a town on the 
Nicaraguan east coast with a very special history. Twice in the history of slavery the slaves 
managed to break loose on a ship and throw the crew overboard. One of the ships was 
“Amistad” whose story has been told by Spielberg in the film with the same name. The other ship 
drifted ashore where Bluefields now lies, its inhabitants mainly descendants of the Africans who 
refused to become slaves in the New World. 

There we gave a concert together with local musicians. When we sang “Malizwe”, intended 
a cappella, the band on stage heard the easily recognised sounds of their African roots and 
started to accompany us in their own Reggae idiom. A wonderfully new fusion happened as the 
Latin American spices enriched the African treat with new flavours. Above us on stage hung a 



beautifully decorated banner, which I am happy to say I can display here today, with the simple 
but suitable words;  

 
“Together we can create a World Culture of Peace!” 

 
With these new words and rhythms added to the song we had a beautiful new creation to 

bring back to South Africa. A song that had travelled in the same tracks, but the opposite 
direction, of the old Triangular Trade and with a reverse message of reconciliation and 
restitution.   

In South Africa we recorded this song, as part of the project “Seeds of Peace”, with a 
gathering of top South African artists responding to the horrors of child abuse. 

In the studio we had artists like Gloria Bosman, Johnny Clegg, Jennifer Ferguson, Danny K, 
Kreesan, Vusi Mahlasela and many others. Now we can all listen, and join in, as this song returns 
back to South Africa after its long and eventful journey: 
 

Together! We are creating 
Together!         Participating 
Together! We’re celebrating: 

 
A World Culture of Peace! 

 
What?  Lets get our act together! 
When?  Time is now and forever! 

Where? It’s here as its everywhere! 
 

A World Culture of Peace! 
 

Who?  You n´ me, the world family! 
Why?  It’s  this or catastrophe! 

How?  In Jah lies our unity! 
 

A World Culture of Peace! 
 
 

From National Liberation to Global Liberation 
 
South Africa has gained a unique role in the world community after turning a brutal and 

violent state into a democracy through a policy of reconciliation. It could, and to a certain extent 
already has, taken a lead in the quest for a global liberation by setting an example alone. 
 

This conference has the intention of not only exploring the history of the global 
antiapartheid movement but also, I quote; “to link past experiences of liberation with the 
creation of a world social movement to deal with current global challenges.” 

 
That is indeed a bold aspiration, that most speakers, with all due respect, have chosen not 

to address. 
 
The banner, written by descendants of Africans who refused to bow down under the most 

gruesome circumstances to be able to create their own peaceful society in the New World, is 
venturing to do exactly that.  

  
 “Together we can create a World Culture of Peace”.  
 



Maybe it has something to teach us all, it certainly has something to teach me. 
 
For I must admit when I read it, a part of me wants to react like I did that time in 

Stockholm when the kids tried to sing so Botha could hear them; A bit naïve, isn’t it? 
  
But this country with its extraordinary people and leadership has since taught me the 

rationality of believing in miracles. It takes a grand vision indeed, including the ability to hear the 
voices of the little people far away, and belief in the power of that message. 

 
This time the challenge is on for all of us. We who have had the great privilege of seeing 

the miracle of the old apartheid state transform peacefully into this country we all love and 
cherish, have now an imperative to take the next step. Not only to join the Voices rallying  for a 
dramatic, thorough and immediate change of World Order. But actually to believe that it is 
possible. That it is the only thing possible! 

 
Together, we can create a World Culture of Peace! 
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Statement in Durban, October 12, 2004  

By Marianne Lidskog, Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala, Sweden 

 

Mrs Chairperson, dear Friends! 

 

 

We would like to thank the organizers for giving us this opportunity to meet 

here in Durban.  

 

This morning I would like to give you brief information about a Nordic Archive 

and Documentation project. When starting this project I was intrigued to learn 

that a National History Commission in South Africa had recently been given the 

task to ensure that – in the critical field of education, South Africa does not end 

up a country freed not only from apartheid, but also freed from history. We 

understand that, in process of state building in Southern Africa, there is a 

search for history and its role in forming and reforming national consciousness. 

 

In starting I will say a few words about the Nordic Africa Institute, which I am 

representing here today. It is situated in Uppsala, Sweden, and is a Centre for 

research and information that was founded in 1962. It is supported jointly by 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. 

 

The Institute promotes: 

 

‐ Research and studies on Africa in the Nordic countries, 

‐ Cooperation between African and Nordic researchers and  

‐ Disseminates information about current African issues. 

 

The Institute also has several scholarship programs, such as an African Guest 

Researchers’ Scholarship Program, established for senior researchers at African 

Universities.  

 

It was in connection with the Nordic Africa Institute’s research project on 

“National Liberation in Southern Africa. The role of the Nordic Countries”, that 

it became evident that the background material that had been collected in the 

Nordic countries could serve an important purpose and fill gaps that might exist 

in the search for a new liberation history in Southern Africa.  
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A main event in this connection was also the International Conference held on 

Robben Island in February 1999, arranged by the Robben Island Museum, the 

Mayibuye Centre and the Nordic Africa Institute. On this occasion the 

participants agreed that there should be technical and financial assistance to the 

Southern African Countries to collect and process written and oral material, in 

order to produce a modern history that is accessible to younger generations.  

 

Different leaders in Southern Africa later followed up these proposals. Several 

organizations also strongly encouraged the restitution and return of cultural 

property to its original owners, something that could be applied in this area as 

well. 

 

The Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs therefore approached the Nordic 

Africa Institute and asked for help with a project of this kind. The Swedish 

Ministry, as well as the Finnish, were willing to fund an archive and 

documentary project, covering the Nordic Archives that possessed 

documentation about the liberation struggle in Southern Africa during the 

period 1960 – 1990.  

 

But as has been mentioned, for more than 40 years there were very few other 

international issues that united the public in the Nordic countries, as did the 

support of the struggle for freedom in Southern Africa. 

 

Therefore, a large number of organizations took part such as government bodies, 

youth organizations, political parties, labour movements and churches. When a 

vast bilateral cooperation emerged, many well documented conferences and 

meetings were held in the Nordic countries during this period of time. Volunteer 

work in refugee camps in Africa and encounters with different leaders are 

among the events that are documented in reports, pictures and on videos and 

tapes. 

 

Our first task at the Nordic Africa Institute was to identify which archives, and 

which type of artefacts could be of interest to institutions in for example South 

Africa and Namibia. There was of course a greater interest in posters, pictures 

etc, when considering the language barrier in relation to many of the 

documents. 
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The next step was to contact the most well known Nordic organizations and 

reach an agreement with them. They were to appoint persons who could go 

through their archive material and present the collections in English.  

 

Many activists have not always had a great love for archives and much of the 

work was done in fairly unorganised ways in cellars. In some cases we not only 

appointed people who could order the archive, the archives had to be found as 

well. 

 

The work has now gone on for one and a half year and as from December 2004 

we hope that we will be able to have a database ready. An example of this can be 

seen by our presentation at this conference. We are also aiming at including 

personal stories of why people became involved and their personal lives in the 

refugee camps for example. Music, as demonstrated by Mr. Anders Nyberg, will 

be presented as well. 

 

What primary material can be found in this database? I would like to just give a 

few examples. 

 

Many organizations in Denmark were involved in activities in South Africa at 

this time and one was for instance World University Service or IBIS, as it is 

called now. In the database you will be able to find a description of the 

collections available in their archive, such as travel reports, correspondence with 

the ANC, strategies and considerations weather WUS should enter into projects 

with ANC, or just offer political support.  

 

In the small town of Elverum in South Eastern Norway you can for instance 

find a longstanding Norwegian NGO in an old wooden house, called the 

Namibia House. Here locals have run a solidarity shop since 1981 and thus 

supporting many projects in Southern Africa. It is told that about 80 percent of 

the population in this little town has been involved in some solidarity work in 

connection with Southern Africa. When selecting this NGO in the database you 

will now find in English what is available in Elverum and a link will show you 

how you can come in contact with their documentation centre. A long list of 

photographs from camps are listed here, and of course paper clippings from 

Bishop Tutus visit to Elverum. 
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If you will go on to Finland in the database, you will find the work of the Isolate 

South Africa Committee for instance, and their Mandela campaign among other 

events. Here you will of course also find the indexes of the great amount of 

material on Namibia in Finland, such as letters home to Finland from the 

Missions in Ovamboland. There are also lists of audiovisual material and of the 

many private archives and where these can be found. 

 

Most of the documentation on the official Swedish aid to the liberation struggle 

was always kept confidential. At the Nordic Africa Institute much of this 

material was later copied and used in the research project on the Nordic 

Countries and National Liberation in Southern Africa. More than 40 000 pages 

of this material have now been digitalized, as well as interviews with almost a 

hundred personalities such as the late Walter Sisulu and Beyers Naudé. 

 

In this material you can find our early discussions on what could be included in 

the procurement to e.g. PAIGC and how the land rovers and trucks were to be 

used in the late 80’ies. Maybe some researches will find the truth in this regard 

one day. 

 

Bishop Tutu often visited Sweden and many of his speeches can be found in the 

archives of the Swedish Church. Very few persons came to his first press 

conference in 1979 in Stockholm, when among other things he told us to first 

examine if we nurtured any injustices in our own countries, in relation to our 

own immigrants for example. 1976 the Swedish section of the Lutheran World 

Federation started to support the Asingeni Fund and there is a lot of 

correspondence in this area, for example the legal aid issues, IDAF etc. 

 

But the Project at the Nordic Africa Institute has also involved supporting 

African Initiatives in this area, such as the work in Angola concerning the 

archives of Lucio Lara.  

 

A South African Ambassador told me that she was only 15 when the uprising of 

the school children in Soweto took place in June 1976. At that time she could not 

imagine that there was anybody “out there” who supported the children’s cause. 
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The knowledge that our paths might have crossed at some point really brings us 

together. Thus it might lead to some good to document it  ‐ and that has been the 

guiding principle for our work with the Archive & Documentation Project at 

the Nordic Africa Institute.  

 

Thank you. 
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Documenting the U.S. Solidarity Movement – 
With reflections on the sanctions and divestment campaigns 

By Richard Knight 
Project Director 

African Activist Archive Project 
 
 
“As someone who was active in the struggle against apartheid inside South Africa and 
later for two decades in the U.S., I believe it is extremely important that the history of the 
solidarity movement be documented.” 
— Dumisani S. Kumalo, South African Ambassador to the UN, letter to David Wiley, 
20 December 2002. 
 
 
 
Overview of the U.S. Movement 
 
The U.S. anti-apartheid movement, part of a broader movement in support of African 
struggles against colonialism and for self-determination and democracy, played an 
important part in the world-wide solidarity movement with the liberation struggle inside 
South Africa.   
 
As a background to current efforts to preserve the history of the U.S. anti-apartheid 
movement it is important to understand its origin and structure.  Significant solidarity was 
sparked in the early 1950s in support of the Campaign of Defiance of Unjust Laws 
initiated by the African National Congress (ANC).1  It led to the founding of the 
American Committee on Africa (ACOA) which played a major role in the U.S. anti-
apartheid movement.2  Many of the founders of ACOA were involved in the U.S. civil 
rights movement and this connection between the U.S. struggle and the solidarity 
movement remained an important feature of U.S. anti-apartheid activities.3  
 
 
A major challenge to documenting the record of this activity is the diversity of the U.S. 
movement.  There were hundreds of organization and numerous individuals involved 
over a long period of time.  Most of these groups were local – operating in one city or 
state or within one institution such as a college or church.4  These groups were 
independent of, but often worked closely with, national organizations such as ACOA and 
TransAfrica.5  There were engaged student, religious, human rights and community 
organizations in virtually every state and city in the country.  Some groups were 
exclusively African-American, others were ethnically mixed.  Some organizations were 
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specifically formed with an African-related agenda; others already existed and took up 
the cause of African self-determination.  Frequently these organizations formed coalitions 
to achieve a particular goal such as the adoption of a divestment policy by a particular 
state, city or institution.  These organizations produced newsletters, pamphlets, leaflets, 
policy papers, meeting minutes, strategy papers, correspondence and other material 
including posters, photos and videos.  Many were ad hoc in nature and no longer exist, 
but individuals associated with those groups preserved vital records.   
 
The U.S. anti-apartheid movement responded to the South African liberation movements’ 
call to isolate South Africa.6  U.S. groups focused on a broad range of campaigns in 
support of the economic, sports and cultural boycott, against forced removals, detentions 
and the execution of freedom fighters.7   
 
Sanctions and Divestment 
By the 1970s a major focus was on economic links – especially U.S. banks making loans 
to and companies doing business in apartheid South Africa.  For decades apartheid South 
Africa relied on transnational corporations for capital and technology.8  Activists seeking 
to stop corporate collaboration with apartheid, finding the way blocked in Washington, 
developed other strategies for exerting pressure on the corporations.9  One major focus of 
this effort was the divestment campaign, aimed at moving individuals and institutions to 
sell their holdings in companies doing business in South Africa.  The goal of the 
divestment campaign was to get companies to disinvest from South Africa.10  There were 
campaigns against specific companies, especially those seen as especially important 
including Chase Manhattan, Citibank and Manufacturers Hanover (major lenders to 
South Africa), Mobil and Shell (which sold petroleum products to the police and 
military), Ford and General Motors11 (which sold vehicles to the police and military) and 
IBM and Control Data (which sold/leased computers to the government including the 
military and prisons).12  There were also active and effective campaigns against sales of 
the Krugerrand gold coin.13 
 
Based on my own experience, let me give you three examples of areas where ACOA and 
other organizations worked closely to achieve significant victories.   
 
College & University Divestment Campaign:  Following the Soweto uprising in 1976, 
student activity on college and university campuses increased dramatically.  Almost 
every college had one or more organization.  Their activities were very public and had an 
important impact.  Students engaged in numerous types of protest such as occupying 
administrative offices, sit-ins and building shanties – replicas of South African squatter 
camps.  ACOA speakers talked on colleges across the U.S. and in 1979 ACOA started 
publishing Student Anti-Apartheid Newsletter which reported on the activities on various 
campuses.  ACOA held numerous student conferences and coordinated a series of weeks 
of action from March 21 (Sharpeville Day) to April 4 (the anniversary of the 
assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.).  ACOA also played an important role talking 
students though issues such as how to respond to the Sullivan Principles.14  Student 
protests surged again after 1984 and the number of colleges and universities at least 
partially divesting jumped from 53 prior to April 1985 to 128 by February 1987 to 155 by 
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August 1988. There were independent anti-apartheid committees/organizations at most of 
these campuses.  
 
Bank Campaign:  In 1966 ACOA and the University Christian Movement initiated the 
Committee of Conscience Against Apartheid to oppose a $40 million revolving credit by 
a consortium of ten U.S. banks to the South African government.  Churches and 
community groups joined the campaign.  Some $23 million was withdrawn from the from 
the U.S. banks involved.  The campaign continued until the credit was terminated in 
1969.15  Again in 1973 ACOA and churches put together a campaign when it came to 
light that through the European-American Banking Corporation (EABC) forty banks, 
including 11 from the U.S., made $70 million in loans to the South African government.  
After protests in the U.S. and Europe EABC wrote “under the present circumstances we 
have decided not to grant any credits to South Africa other than those for the financing of 
current trade.” 16  In 1977, ACOA and Clergy and Laity Concerned initiated the 
Committee to Oppose Bank Loans to South Africa (COBLSA). The campaign was 
sparked when U.S. bank lending to South Africa jumped to $1.8 billion in 1975 from just 
under $l billion in 1974.17  COBLSA built a broad based membership among labor, 
church and community organizations.  As a result many local organizations took up the 
issue of loans, focusing on the banks in their area.  Within a few months nearly 50 were 
involved. 18  Prexy Nesbitt and later Dumisani Kumalo on the ACOA staff served as 
national coordinator of the campaign.  As coordinator their role was to maintain contact 
with the numerous organizations and individuals involved, share information, help 
develop strategy, publish newsletters and brochures and speak at venues across the 
country.  In December 1984, Seafirst adopted a policy of no new loans to South Africa, 
followed by the Bank of Boston in March 1985 and First Bank System, also in 1985.  
Even more significantly, in July 1985, North Carolina National Bank Corp., the regional 
bank with the largest lending to South Africa and the only regional bank to have an office 
in South Africa, ended all new loans.  Then in late July 1985 Chase Manhattan told its 
customers that it would not renew its loans.19 On September 1, faced with massive capital 
outflows the apartheid government was forced to declare a debt standstill.20 
 
State and Municipal Government “People’s Sanctions”:  The campaign to get state 
and municipal governments to take action against companies doing business in South 
Africa built on and overlapped with the student and bank campaigns.21  The three major 
types of action taken by states and cities involved were: 1) withdrawal of deposits and 
other business from banks making loans to South Africa 2) divestment of public pension 
funds from companies doing business in South Africa and 3) selective purchasing 
whereby the companies not doing business in South Africa were given preference in the 
bidding process for the purchase of goods and services.22  In June 1981 ACOA held the 
first Conference on Public Investment and South Africa23 that brought together state and 
municipal legislators, anti-apartheid activists, community organizers and trade unionists24 
to jointly work together in support of legislation that would stop public funds from being 
invested in banks and corporations doing business in South Africa.25  Divestment from 
South Africa was linked to responsible investment in the U.S.  Julian Bond, then a 
Georgia State Senator, gave the keynote address.26  Forty legislators from 14 states 
attended.  At this time only one state – Nebraska – had adopted any anti-apartheid 
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legislation.27  A network of concerned legislators and anti-apartheid activists grew out of 
this conference.  In April 1983 ACOA organized a second conference in Boston after 
Massachusetts became the first state to totally divest; Connecticut had partially divested 
the previous year.28  ACOA’s Project Director Dumisani Kumalo, who organized the two 
conferences, played a central role in building the broad alliance which led states and 
cities to adopted anti-apartheid policies, traveling, speaking widely and meeting with 
local activists.29  ACOA Executive Director Jennifer Davis30 and other staff testified 
before state legislatures, city councils and organizations such as the National Conference 
of State Legislatures and the National Black Caucus of State Legislators.31  ACOA’s 
Public Investment and South Africa newsletter was mailed out to 600 people including 
local activists and hundreds of state legislators and city councilors.  The success of the 
campaign rested on the work of hundreds of local groups.  It often took years of 
organizing to get the legislation passed.  And even the most committed state legislator or 
city councilor could not have taken action without strong support from their 
constituents.32  By 1991, 28 states, 24 counties, 92 cities and the Virgin Islands had 
adopted legislation or policies imposing some form of sanctions on South Africa.33 
 
Capital fight from South Africa 
Undoubtedly the greatest challenge to white minority rule came from the explosion of 
political resistance which followed Pretoria's introduction of a new constitution in 1983 
with a complex set of segregated parliaments.34  In a total rejection of apartheid, black 
South Africans mobilized to make the townships ungovernable, black local officials 
resigned in droves, and the apartheid regime sent thousands of troops into the townships 
to quell “unrest.”   
 
By mid-1984 massive protests inside South Africa combined with escalating pressure 
internationally to force substantial capital flight and challenge the continuation of white 
minority rule.  On July 20, 1985 President P.W. Botha imposed a State of Emergency, 
giving the police and military even greater repressive powers.  Any hopes U.S. corporate 
executives might have had that P.W. Botha was a closet reformer and that apartheid 
would quietly wither away were dashed.  Later that month Chase Manhattan told its 
customers it would not roll over their loans.35  On August 15, Botha made his famous 
Rubicon speech rejecting negotiations and the possibility of one person-one vote in a 
unitary state.  On September 1, faced by the prospect of massive capital flight, the South 
African government imposed a debt standstill and re-imposed exchange controls. On 
September 9, in order to forestall stronger action by Congress, Reagan issued an 
executive order containing some sanctions.36  
 
The situation on the ground in South Africa and the local activity in the U.S. helped 
generate the thrust for a victory in 1986 when passage of the Comprehensive Anti-
Apartheid Act (CAAA) was won over the veto of President Reagan.37  What was 
remarkable about the veto override is that it required a two-thirds vote by both houses of 
Congress and at the time the Republican Party controlled the Senate.38  The Senate vote 
on October 2 was 78 to 21 and the House a week earlier had been 313 to 83.39  Virtually 
every member of Congress felt pressure from their home districts to do something about 
apartheid and cities and colleges in their districts were divesting.  The Reagan policy of 
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“constructive engagement” gave no political cover to Republicans once their constituents 
had been mobilized to challenge U.S. support for apartheid.40  
 
The passage of the CAAA represented the defeat of the Reagan policy of constructive 
engagement.  By the time the CAAA became law banks had already stopped making 
loans to South Africa and companies were already disinvesting; the act encouraged this 
trend as well as imposing new restrictions on trade.  Within less than three weeks after 
the veto override International Business Machines (IBM) and General Motors (GM) 
announced they were withdrawing from South Africa.41   
 
Many companies that disinvested from South Africa continued to do business in the 
country.  For example, GM cars were made under license and IBM computers were sold 
by a distributor.  As a result in January 1987 five national anti-apartheid organizations 
issued Guidelines for Divestment which stated that when companies withdrew from 
South Africa they should sever non-equity ties such as licensing and franchising 
agreements.  The organizations were ACOA, the American Friends Service Committee, 
the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, TransAfrica and the Washington 
Office on Africa.  The Guidelines were subsequently endorsed by a number of leading 
union and religious leaders.42  
 
More federal legislation was to come.  In December 1987 Congress passed a tax bill that 
included an amendment introduced by Representative Charles Rangel (D-NY) 
eliminating the ability of U.S. companies to claim tax credits in the U.S. for taxes paid in 
South Africa.  In the period 1980-1983, U.S. corporations paid well over half a billion 
into Apartheid’s treasury.  The Rangel amendment effectively imposed double taxation 
on U.S. corporate activities in South Africa.43 
 
By the end of 1987 more that 200 U.S. companies had withdrawn from South Africa.  
Net capital movement out of South Africa was R9.2 billion in 1985, R6.1 billion in 1986, 
R3.1 billion in 1987 and R5.5 billion in 1988.   
 
In 1990 Nelson Mandela was released from prison and the ANC and other organizations 
unbanned.  Following extended negotiations, the government agreed to an interim 
government until democratic elections.  On September 24, 1993 Nelson Mandela called 
for the lifting of economic sanctions.  That same day over 40 U.S. anti-apartheid leaders 
issued a statement that read “Today those of us who have worked long and hard to end 
apartheid are pleased to be able to join Nelson Mandela, the African National Congress, 
the trade unions and the democratic movement in calling for an end to economic 
sanctions.  This will not bring an end to our concern for the people of South Africa.  
Apartheid will leave a terrible and bitter legacy of inequality, injustice and poverty.  We 
believe that Americans can contribute to overcoming that legacy.  As sanctions are lifted 
we will urge corporations to uphold the standards set by the democratic forces in South 
Africa for socially responsible investment that will promote equal opportunity, workers’ 
rights, environmental protection and community development.”44 
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Documenting the record and activities of the U.S. movement 
 
The U.S. anti-apartheid movement involved hundreds of diverse organizations and 
numerous individuals.  The movement had a significant impact both on U.S. corporate 
involvement with apartheid South Africa and on U.S. policy.  This democratization of 
foreign policy was unprecedented, and it is important that the lessons learned be 
documented for the benefit of ongoing social justice activism.  There are three efforts 
underway that I will discuss here: the African Activist Archive Project, No Easy 
Victories and Aluka.  None of these complementary efforts is focused solely on South 
Africa.   
 
African Activist Archive Project 
The African Activist Archive Project (www.africanactivist.msu.edu) of the African 
Studies Center at Michigan State University is working to preserve for history the record 
of activities of U.S. organizations and individuals that supported African struggles for 
freedom and had significant collective impact on U.S. policy during the period 1950-
1994.  The project’s website has been activated and will be enhanced over the coming 
year. It is already an important source for scholars in the U.S. and Africa. 
 
The website includes the Directory of African Activist Archives which aims to list all 
collections of individuals and organizations involved in the solidarity movement that are 
already in a depositry institution.  The material is widely distributed and no other central 
listing exists.  The Directory includes a description of each collection including activities 
and achivements of the organization and individual as well as location and contact 
information to access the collection.  The Directory will grow as we arrange for more 
collections to be placed in an archive, and include an international section for the 
archives of non-U.S. solidarity organizations.  
 
A major challege for the project is identifying and locating the individuals and 
organizations with material in states and cities across the U.S.  There were hundreds of 
solidarity orgranizations that no longer exist.  Approaches will be made to local activists, 
community, religious, human rights and union leaders and state and municipal officials 
who were involved.  The participation of these individuals and organizations will be 
crucial to the success of the project.  A particular challege is student groups.  Many have 
personal collections.  As one person told me “I do have a lot of information sitting in my 
garage.  Periodically I'd think about dumping it, but then I'd go ‘no way...’”  To help us 
locate these people there are a series of online questionnaires on the project web site.   
 
Once we have located people the next challenge is to get any material they have placed 
into an archive.  We have already arranged for a number of important collections to be 
placed in a permanent archive.  Most of these have been placed in the newly inaugurated 
African Activist Archive at Michigan State University Library which was established as a 
direct result of this project.  It now includes the records of the Association of Concerned 
Africa Scholars, the Boston Coalition for the Liberation of Southern Africa and the South 
Africa archives of John Harrington (a California activist).  We also helped place material 
of the Champaign-Urbana Coalition Against Apartheid in the library of the University of 
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Illinois.  A number of groups and individuals with whom we have been in touch such as 
the New York Labor Committee Against Apartheid and Educators Against Racism and 
Apartheid are now preparing their archives with our assistance. 
 
The project is planning a series of historical remembrances by Africa activists of their 
activities and achievements which will be placed on the project’s website.  This will 
provide the activists themselves with a voice to explain how they operated and what they 
achieved.  It will also allow for a record of the activities of individuals and organizations 
who do not have any archival material.  A few have already been posted on the website.  
The project will also seek to conduct interviews with those who were involved.  We plan 
to add audio material to the website – a series of interviews conducted in South Africa 
in 1954 by George M. Houser, a founder and long-time director of ACOA, with leaders 
such as Chief Albert Luthuli, Walter Sisulu, Manilal Gandhi, and Prof. Z.K. Matthews.45 
 
The African Activist Archive Project is working to digitalize and post on the web key 
historical documents that were produced by solidarity organizations such as newsletters 
and publications.  We are currently discussing with Aluka digitalizing all issues of 
Southern Africa magazine and the southern Africa-related publications and ephemera of 
the ACOA and The Africa Fund.46  These documents will be placed on both the Aluka 
and African Activist Archive Project websites.  We also have permission to digitalize the 
newsletters of several local anti-apartheid organizations.  
 
No Easy Victories  
No Easy Victories is a project of Solidarity Research and Writing 
(www.solidarityresearch.org) which developed initially as part of an effort to celebrate 
the 50th anniversary of the American Committee on Africa in 2003.47 The project is 
working on a book with the working title No Easy Victories: African Liberation and 
American Activists over a Half Century, 1950-2000.48  This book is intended to 
provide an inside view of the global movement that achieved its most dramatic victory 
with the fall of apartheid in South Africa.  Work on this book began in 2003, under the 
auspices of Africa Action, in which ACOA had been merged. It will not be an 
organizational history but will place ACOA and related organizations in the context of a 
multi-faceted movement of solidarity with Africa.  The book will include five chapters, 
roughly corresponding to the last five decades of the twentieth century, drawing on 
personal accounts of the period, from a diverse set of people involved at the national and 
local levels. The book editors are Charles Cobb Jr., Gail Hovey and William Minter; 
projected chapter authors are Lisa Brock, Mimi Edmunds, Joseph Jordan, David 
Goodman, and Walter Turner. All of those involved in the project have themselves been 
part of this activist history  
 
In the process of preparing this book a number of interviews with U.S. activists have 
been conducted.  Solidarity Research plans to make some of these interviews available on 
the web in the first half of 2005, and they are also expected to be included in the Aluka 
project archive on Struggles for Freedom in Southern Africa.  A number of interviews 
have already been conducted.  William Minter, who is Managing Editor of Solidarity 
Research, is here at the conference.  
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Aluka 
Aluka (www.ithaka.org/aluka/index.htm) is working “to build and support a sustainable, 
online database of scholarly resources from the developing world, beginning in Africa, 
with content that is important for research and teaching both in the countries of the region 
and in the worldwide scholarly community.”49  They chose the name Aluka - in Zulu “to 
weave” – to reflect their mission to digitally aggregate scholarly content from around the 
world.  Aluka also means, in the languages of northern Namibia “to return” or “to 
repatriate”, reflecting the goal of making diverse material available to its place of origin.  
 
By digitalizing content and making it available on the web it is seeking to both preserve 
material and make it easily and widely available – especially in the developing world 
which is the focus of its work.  The Aluka online database will be for non-commercial, 
educational purposes, primarily in higher education, including research and teaching at 
both the undergraduate and graduate levels.  The digital database will be available on the 
web through academic, governmental and public institutions throughout the world. 
Aluka, which is affiliated with JSTOR and ARTstor, uses the JSTOR model in which 
access is limited to institutions which subscribe and pay an annual fee. 50  As a nonprofit 
organization, the fees are intended to help offset the costs of providing access to the 
content so that the database can be sustainable over the long run.  However, Aluka plans 
to make the material available related to a particular region in the developing world free 
though institutions in that region. Thus the material that relates to the liberation struggles 
in southern Africa will be free in southern Africa   
 
The first regional focus of Aluka is Africa and one of its three topic areas (or “content 
clusters”) is the struggles for freedom in southern Africa - initially in Botswana, 
Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe.51  Aluka will not just focus on 
periodicals.  It will digitalize historical documents, periodicals, personal papers of 
important historical figures, oral histories, photographs, and other visual materials.  
Aluka plans to add material from collections in North America and Europe.  As noted 
above, this will include documents produced by U.S. solidarity organizations.  It is 
currently projected that the Aluka website will go online by the end of 2005 or early 
2006. 
 
A regional partner of Aluka is Digital Imaging South Africa (DISA) (http://disa.nu.ac.za).  
DISA has already placed many anti-apartheid periodicals produced by South African 
organizations on the web.  
 
Conclusion 
 
U.S. solidarity organizations in states and cities across the U.S. played an important role 
in supporting the South African liberation struggle.  The strength of the movement was 
the support and involvement of a broad range individuals, institutions and organizations, 
who in many cases saw direct connections between their own struggles for justice in the 
U.S. and the struggle in South Africa.  By the mid-1980s, these local civil society 
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organizations were affecting U.S. foreign policy at a level unseen since the movement 
against the war in Vietnam. 
 
The impact of all this activity is now widely acknowledged.  South Africa’s athletes were 
blocked from participating in events in the U.S., and U.S. artists stopped performing in 
South Africa.  States, cities, colleges, churches and others adopted “people’s sanctions” – 
divesting from companies doing business in South Africa and boycotting banks making 
loans to South Africa.  After decades of effort the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act 
and other federal sanctions were adopted.  More than 200 U.S. companies withdrew from 
South Africa and Namibia.  The Reagan policy of “constructive engagement” was 
discredited; and the struggle for freedom significantly advanced.   
 
One cannot get an accurate picture of the movement by only reading the archives of the 
New York Times.  When Nelson Mandela was released you suddenly had many people 
claiming credit for the achievement of the U.S. anti-apartheid movement. 
 
Today, many young people in the U.S. have heard of the anti-apartheid struggle.  But few 
know anything about the apartheid system or the liberation movement.  Neither do they 
know the role of transnational corporations in supporting apartheid or have any picture of 
the dynamism with which the international anti-apartheid movement supported South 
Africa’s freedom struggle.  The three complementary projects outlined in this paper are 
working to ensure that the history of the U.S. movement is recorded and preserved. 
 
Authors Note 
This paper is based in part on the authors own participation in anti-apartheid activities 
and his previous writings and the publications of ACOA and The Africa Fund.  Much of 
this relates to the work of ACOA.  I am grateful to Jennifer Davis, both for her research 
and writings over many years and for her comments on a draft of this paper.  In 2001 
ACOA, The Africa Fund (based in New York City) and the Africa Policy Information 
Center (based in Washington, DC) merged to form Africa Action (www.africaaction.org.) 
 
About Richard Knight 
Richard Knight is a New York City-based consultant and director of the African Activist 
Archive Project (http://africa.msu.edu/activists/).  From 1975 until 2001, Richard Knight 
worked at the American Committee on Africa (ACOA) and its associate, The Africa 
Fund and participated in numerous anti-apartheid campaigns.  He served as primary 
assistant to Projects Director Dumisani Kumalo, now South African Ambassador to the 
UN, on the program for state and municipal divestment.  His personal web site, which 
contains historical and current information, is www.richardknight.com.  
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1 There was awareness and solidarity activity prior to 1952.  The Council on African Affairs was founded 
in 1937 by a group of African Americans including Paul Robeson and Max Yergan. Until the early 1950s it 
played a leading role in providing information about and lobbying for African struggles in the U.S., with 
participation of figures such as W. E. B. Du Bois.  Du Bois wrote a number of articles on South Africa for a 
newspaper in Harlem called People’s Voice, including a column dated 14 October 1947 where he described 
South Africa as “this medieval, slave-ridden oligarchy” which is ludicrously “placed in the front ranks of 
the ‘democracies’ of the world” and in 20 December 1947 he denounced “the racist, anti-democratic and 
intensely exploitative situation” in South Africa.  The Council raised funds for the Defiance Campaign and 
had correspondence with the ANC including Oliver Tambo.  In the McCarthy period the Council 
succumbed to government repression and internal dissension, eventually dissolving in 1955.  See “Black 
American Radicals and the Liberation of Africa: The Council on African Affairs, 1937-1955” by Hollis R. 
Lynch (Ithaca: Africana Studies and Research Center, Cornell University, 1978); the ANC website at 
http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/solidarity/web-dubois.htm; and the Directory of African Activist 
Archives at www.africanactivist.msu.edu.   
2 The Defiance Campaign led to the formation in 1952 of the ad hoc Americans for South African 
Resistance (AFSAR).  In early 1952, learning about the then forthcoming Defiance Campaign from Bill 
Sutherland, George Houser, then executive secretary of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), initiated 
correspondence with Walter M. Sisulu, the Secretary General of the African National Congress, and Yusuf 
A. Cachalia, Secretary-General of the South African Indian Congress.  AFSAR published a newsletter, held 
a meeting attended by 800 at Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem where Adam Clayton Powell was 
minister followed by a motorcade of cars with protest banners floating alongside from Harlem down to the 
South African Consulate and raised about $5,000 for the ANC.  In 1953, following the end of the Defiance 
Campaign, AFSAR met and decided to form an organization supporting the whole anti-colonial struggle in 
Africa and the American Committee on Africa (ACOA) was born.  ACOA kept its focus on supporting the 
liberation struggle and developed strong ties to movements across the continent.  For information on 
AFSAR and ACOA see No One Can Stop the Rain: Glimpses of Africa’s Liberation Struggle by George M. 
Houser (New York, NY: The Pilgrim Press, 1989); American Supporters of the Defiance Campaign by 
George M. Houser available at http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/campaigns/houser.html; and The 
Struggle Never Ends  by George Houser available at 
http://africa.msu.edu/activists/remembrances/houser.php.  
3 George M. Houser, a founder of ACOA and Executive Director from 1954-1981 was active in the U.S. 
civil rights movement.  He was a founder and executive secretary for ten years of the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE) and in 1947 was an organizer of the first freedom ride, the Journey of Reconciliation.  
Martin Luther King Jr., a member of the National Committee of ACOA, was involved in a number of 
ACOA sponsored anti-apartheid efforts.  He served as national vice-chair of the “Declaration of 
Conscience Campaign” in 1957, was co-chair with Chief Albert Luthuli of the 1962 campaign “An Appeal 
for Action Against Apartheid” and was the principle speaker at a Human Rights Day rally on December 10, 
1965.  The Appeal for Action included a call not to buy South African products or trade or invest in South 
Africa.  In the 1980s Dr. Wyatt Tee Walker, who had been King’s Chief of Staff, joined the board of 
ACOA.  A number of other ACOA board members were active in the civil rights movement. 
4 U.S. churches and religious bodies played an important part in the anti-apartheid movement, including 
meeting with and putting pressure on U.S. companies doing business with and banks making loans to South 
Africa.  There were campaigns within churches in support of divestment.  As Jennifer Davis notes: “Often 
church activists struggled year after year to get their own pension boards to divest.  Sometimes churches 
chose rather to retain their stock and use it to exert pressure on the companies via shareholder resolutions.  
By the early eighties, however, major Protestant denominations had voted to withdraw funds from banks 
and do no business with corporations operating in South Africa.” See “Sanctions and Apartheid: The 
Economic Challenge to Discrimination” by Jennifer Davis, Economic Sanctions: Panacea or 
Peacebuilding in a Post-Cold War World? Eds. David Cortright and George A. Lopez, (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1995) 
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5 TransAfrica was founded in July 1977 as an African American lobby on Africa and the Caribbean.  For 
many years Randall Robinson, a dynamic public speaker, was the executive director.  On November 21, 
1984 Robinson, Congressional delegate Walter Fauntroy, and Civil Rights Commissioner Mary Frances 
Berry were arrested at a sit-in the office of South African Ambassador Fourie in Washington, D.C.  Similar 
efforts followed at demonstrations outside South African embassies and consulates organized by what 
became the Free South Africa Movement.  By the end of 1985 more than 3,000 had been arrested in these 
protests.  TransAfrica worked closely with the Congressional Black Caucus, which had been involved in its 
founding, in devising legislative strategy for the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986. 
6  In 1959 ANC President Chief Albert Luthuli urged the international community to impose sanctions on 
South Africa arguing that “[t]he economic boycott of South Africa will entail hardship for Africans.  We do 
not doubt that.  But if it is a method which shortens the day of bloodshed, the suffering to us will be a price 
we are willing to pay.”  In 1964 Luthuli said “I appeal to those two powerful countries [Britain and the 
United States] to take decisive action for full scale sanctions that would precipitate the end of the hateful 
system of apartheid.” See Questions and Answers on Divestment (New York: The Africa Fund, 87) and 
U.S. Business in South Africa: “Voices for Withdrawal” (New York: The Africa Fund, 1980). 
7 ACOA long focused on U.S. economic links to apartheid. For  example see South African Crisis and 
United States Policy by Collin Gonze, George M. Houser and Perry Sturges (New York: American 
Committee on Africa, 1962).  The pamphlet includes and overview of U.S. economic involvement and 
recommendations included economic sanctions, discouragement of private American loans and investment, 
no military aid, and no joint military maneuvers or use of the South African shores or seas off the South 
African coast. See also “United States Economic Involvement in South Africa” by Richard Thomas, 
(typescript) (New York: American Committee on Africa, 1966).  
8 The South African economy was developed with foreign capital.  In the late 19th century foreign capital, 
mostly from Britain and other European countries, flowed to the diamond and gold mines.  U.S. investment 
came after World War II. U.S. direct investment was concentrated in key industries such the petroleum, 
motor, electronic and computer industries.  The reliance on foreign technology and the impact of possible 
sanctions was discussed in a cable from the U.S. Embassy in Pretoria to the U.S. Secretary of State in 
October 1978 that noted “A grave problem would be the supply of spares for existing high technology 
equipment” and that “there is no possibility all replacement parts for imported goods which keep the 
economy going (‘even office elevators’) can be locally produced.”  The cable was obtained by the 
American Friends Service Committee.  See Automating Apartheid: U.S. Computer Exports to South Africa 
and the Arms Embargo (Philadelphia: NARMIC/American Friends Service Committee, 1982).  For more 
on U.S. corporate collaboration with apartheid see www.richardknight.com.  
9 For many years the only federal sanctions imposed on South Africa was the arms embargo.  In August 
1963 the UN Security Council adopted a voluntary arms embargo covering “ammunition and all types of 
military vehicles.” It extended the embargo in December to include “equipment and materials for the 
manufacture and maintenance of arms and ammunition.”  The U.S., which imposed it own arms embargo in 
August, voted in favor of these measures.  The U.S. did not vote for or implement a 1970 extension to 
cover “all vehicles and equipment for use by the armed forces.” As a result these measures did not prevent 
Ford and GM from selling vehicles or IBM from selling computers to the police and military with export 
licenses issued by the Department of Commerce.  In January 1977 Jimmy Carter became president and 
named Andrew Young, who had been a lieutenant to Martin Luther King, U.S. Ambassador to the United 
Nations.  Carter was more responsive than his predecessors to pressure from anti-apartheid activists and 
from members of his own party in Congress who supported sanctions, including the Congressional Black 
Caucus.  The vast majority of African Americans had voted for Carter.  As a result, after years of vetoes, 
the U.S. voted in favor of the November 1977 UN Security Council resolution imposing a mandatory arms 
embargo.  The regulations implementing the embargo, issued in February 1978, banned the export of any 
item which the exporter knew or has reason to know would be sold to or used by the South African police 
or military.  Reagan became president in 1981and on March 1, 1982 new regulations were issued 
significantly relaxing controls on exports to the police and military.  In July 1985 Congress overruled 
Reagan and reinstated the 1978 regulations.  Even the 1978 regulations did not end sales by U.S. 
companies to the police and military.  Oil companies such as Mobil claimed the petroleum products they 
sold to the police and military were not exported from the U.S. and were thus was not covered by the 
regulations.  GM and Ford also continued sales claiming the vehicles sold for use by the police and military 
did not include U.S. parts or technology.  See Automating Apartheid, op. cit.; “International Business 
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Machines and Apartheid” by Richard Knight, Covert Action Quarterly, Number 76, Spring 2004; and U.S. 
Computers in South Africa by Richard Knight (New York: The Africa Fund, 1986).   
10 Divestment was the process of individual or institutional investors selling their stock in companies doing 
business in South Africa, generally those with direct investment (subsidiaries) or making loans.  
Disinvestment was the process of companies selling or closing their South African subsidiaries. 
11 In 1978 ACOA obtained two internal GM documents, both written in 1977, outlining the company’s 
contingency plans “in the event of civil unrest.”  One document noted that the company maintained “close 
liaison with Civil Defense authorities.”  The documents also indicated that the GM facilities were 
designated “Key Points” although the company later denied it.  Under the heading “Related Assumptions” 
GM stated “It is assumed that almost 100% of White employment at GMSA would not be party to creating 
or stimulating civil unrest and that the population groups would be African and Coloured.”  One document 
noted GM had been asked to supply vehicles for “defense force purposes” and that refusal to do so “might 
be interpreted as reflecting doubt on the motives of the Company.” Such an interpretation “could lead to 
direct loss of other government business and seriously affect GM South African’s share of the vehicle 
market and very likely threaten its viability.”  See General Motors in South Africa: Secret Contingency 
Plans “in the event of civil unrest” by Jennifer Davis (New York: The Africa Fund, May 1978) 
12 An early successful campaign was against Polaroid.  The company did not have a subsidiary in South 
Africa but sold its products, including its I.D system, through the distributor Frank and Hirsch.  In 1970 
two African American Polaroid workers, Ken Williams and Caroline Hunter, established the Polaroid 
Revolutionary Workers Movement that demanded that the company end all sales to South Africa.  The 
company responded by sending a delegation to South Africa that recommended what became the “Polaroid 
Experiment.”  The company banned all sales to government, including the military and police, and 
promised to raise wages and increase job training.  The plan was announced in the U.S. in full page 
advertisements in major daily newspapers and twenty black weekly papers.  The plan did not pacify the 
workers and in 1971 Hunter lost her job because of her advocacy of a boycott of Polaroid products.  In 
1976 ACOA Associate Director Paul Irish met ANC activist Indres Naidoo at Mozambique’s Independence 
celebration.  Naidoo, who had served time on Robben Island and was then working at Frank & Hirsch, gave 
Irish a copy of a delivery slip showing that Polaroid film was being sent to the South African government 
for use in the “passbook” in violation of Polaroid’s policy.  In 1977, after Naidoo went into exile, Irish gave 
copies of the document to Polaroid and released it to the press.  As a result, Polaroid ended its relationship 
with its distributor and all direct sales to South Africa. See No One Can Stop the Rain, op. cit.; “Statement 
on Polaroid’s Withdrawal from South Africa,” American Committee on Africa, November 22, 1977; and 
Loosing the Bonds: The United States and South Africa in the Apartheid Years by Robert Kinloch Massie 
(New York: Doubleday, 1997). 
13  In 1977 ACOA and other organizations launched a campaign against the department store Abraham & 
Strauss (A&S) which was selling the Krugerrand, leafleting outside the store.  WLIB, a black radio station, 
urged its listeners not to buy the coin.  A&S soon agreed to stop selling the Krugerrand.  Similar campaigns 
were held across the U.S. and many outlets stop selling the gold coin.  See ACOA Action News, 
July/August 1977 (New York: American Committee on Africa). 
14 The Sullivan Principles were an employment code of conduct for U.S. companies doing business in 
South Africa.  They were drafted by Reverend Leon Sullivan, a member of the board of General Motors.  
There were twelve original signatory companies which grew to 127 by June 1987.  The U.S. anti-apartheid 
movement opposed the Principles because they were used by corporations as an excuse not to withdraw 
from South Africa.  They were used by U.S. institutional investors (such as colleges) as an excuse not to 
divest from those companies that adhered to the Principles.  Among the companies that signed the 
Principles were Mobil, which sold petroleum products to the police and military; IBM which sold 
computers to the apartheid regime including the military and prisons; General Motors and Ford which sold 
vehicles for use by the police and military; and Citibank which made loans to the government.  In 1977 
ACOA coordinated a public statement “The Sullivan Principles: No Cure for Apartheid.” See also Too 
Little, Too Late: The U.S. Corporation Employment Manifesto for South Africa by Jennifer Davis (New 
York: The Africa Fund, April 1977; The Sullivan Principles: A Critical Look and the U.S. Corporate Role 
in South Africa by Karen Rothmyer and TerriAnn Lowenthal (New York: The Africa Fund, August 1979); 
and One Step In The Wrong Direction: An Analysis Of The Sullivan Principles As A Strategy For Opposing 
Apartheid by Elizabeth Schmidt (New York: Episcopal Churchpeople for a Free South Africa, 1985).  
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15 See George M. Houser, No One Can Stop the Rain, op. cit. ; “A Rationale for the Protest Against Banks 
Doing Business with South Africa” by George Houser, American Committee on Africa, Fall 1966 
(typescript);  “The Frankfurt Documents: Secret Bank Loans to the South African Government,” CIC Brief, 
July, 1973 (New York: Corporate Information Center) and ACOA Action News, No. 1, July/August 1977.  
16 See “The Frankfurt Documents”, op. cit. and letter from European-American Banking Corporation (New 
York, NY) to Mr. Alexander Kirby, World Council of Churches (Geneva, Switzerland), January 3, 1977. 
17 See “U.S. Banking on South African Apartheid” by Richard Knight, Liberation New Service, #831, 
November 20, 1976 available at http://richardknight.homestead.com/usbankslns.html; and U.S. Dollars in 
South Africa: Context and Consequence by Jennifer Davis (New York: The Africa Fund, 1978). 
18 Some other organizations involved included the America Friends Service Committee, the Amalgamated 
Meatcutters and Butcher Workers of North America; the Furriers Joint Council and District 1199 Nation 
Union of Hospital and Health Care Employees, AFL-CIO.  By the fall of 1979 more than $127 million had 
been withdraw from banks financing apartheid as a result of the campaign. See various issues of ACOA 
Action News including No. 1, July/August 1977; No. 2, Fall 1977; and No. 6, Fall 1979.  
19 See “Chase Ends Loans to South Africans,” New York Times, August 1, 1985; “U.S. Banks Cut Loans 
Sharply to South Africans” by Nicholas D. Kristoff, New York Times, August 3, 1985; “Pressure Builds, 
But South Africa Isn't Budging,” New York Times, August 4, 1985 and “Gold Can't Save Apartheid,” New 
York Times, August 6, 1985. 
20 South Africa's foreign debt increased from R29,116 million in 1983 to R60,142 million ($23,473 million) 
in 1985.  South Africa’s vulnerability was increased by the short term nature of the debt.  Debt with a 
maturity of less than one year jumped from 56% in 1982 to 68% in 1985 to 82% in 1986.  U.S. bank loans 
were $4,704 million at the end of 1984, about 19% of South Africa’s foreign debt, up from $3,676 million 
at the end of 1982.  The rapid rise in U.S. bank loans to South Africa came to an abrupt halt in mid-1985.  
Between March and September 1985, U.S. bank loans to South Africa declined by $757 million. 
21 For example, in March 1980, Kumalo, then national coordinator of Campaign to Oppose Bank Loans to 
South Africa, toured Connecticut. His tour was sponsored by the Connecticut Anti-Apartheid Committee, 
the State Labor Council and the UAW.  While he was there AMSCME Local 1716 passed a resolution in 
favor of divesting Hartford’s pension fund.  The sponsors of his tour subsequently led the successful effort 
for state divestment.   
22 Individual states adopted a number of other innovative measures.  New Jersey removed Shell gas stations 
from the state turnpike after a major “Boycott Shell” campaign.  Florida did not adopt divestment, banking 
or selective purchasing but did ban the purchase of South African equities.   
23 See ACOA Action News, No. 10, 1981. 
24 The emergence of FOSATU and later COSATU, federations of unions representing black workers and 
supporting the struggle against apartheid, had a major impact on U.S. trade union involvement in the anti-
apartheid movement.  Many U.S. unions, including the auto, mining and textile workers formed direct 
union to union links with their COSATU affiliated South African counterparts in the absence of federation 
to federation links between the AFL-CIO and COSATU.  For many years the AFL-CIO sought to 
undermine COSATU, seeing it as too closely aligned to the ANC and the South African Communist Party.  
In 1982, for example, the AFL-CIO gave its human rights award to Inkatha President Buthelezi.  Buthelezi 
opposed sanctions and was frequently cited by opponents of divestment.  At the local level, U.S. unionists 
took the lead in pushing labor support for anti-apartheid sanctions and divestment.  Public employee unions 
in Massachusetts, Connecticut, Chicago, New York City, Detroit and elsewhere supported legislation or 
administrative measures that divested their member’s pension funds.  They participated in international 
campaigns against the conviction of Oscar Mpetha and for the release of Moses Mayekiso of NUMSA.  In 
1983 New York City municipal workers discovered South African pineapple in a shelter for homeless men.  
As a result the various municipal unions led a successful effort to divest the city pension funds the 
following year.  Many of those involved help create a citywide New York Labor Committee Against 
Apartheid.  Similar activist anti-apartheid labor coalitions were formed in other cities.  The Coalition of 
Black Trade Unionists (CBTU), an organization with a rank-and-file membership base, was also active in 
various anti-apartheid efforts.  William Lucy, Secretary-Treasurer of AFSCME and National President of 
CBTU addressed both the first and second Conference on Public Investment and South Africa.  In 1974 
CBTU called for a boycott of South Africa. 
25 Prior to the conference E.S. Reddy, Director of the United Nations Centre Against Apartheid, arranged 
for a press conference to be held in the United Nations hosted by Nigerian Ambassador B. Akporode Clark, 
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chair of the UN Special Committee Against Apartheid.  The legislators attending each made a statement.  
Thus the UN helped give credibility to the legislators’ actions in support of sanctions.  Reddy, the Centre 
Against Apartheid and the Special Committee also supported the student movement and the bank 
campaign. 
26 Julian Bond’s involvement in the U.S. civil rights movement dates to 1960 when he helped found the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).  He later served for many years in the Georgia state 
legislature and on the National Committee of ACOA.  Since 1998 he has been Chairman of the Board of 
the NAACP, the oldest U.S. civil rights organization.  The NAACP itself supported the campaign for 
sanctions and divestment.   
27 In 1980 Nebraska State Senator Ernie Chambers learned that several thousand dollars worth of 
Krugerrands had been donated to the University of Nebraska.  Chambers, the only African American in the 
state legislature, introduced a bill to reduce the state’s budget allocation to the University by the value of 
the Krugerrands.  Dumisani Kumalo went out to Nebraska to testify in favor of the bill which was passed.  
See Massie, op. cit.  
28 The second conference was cosponsored by Mass Divest, the statewide coalition which the campaign for 
the divestment bill.  See ACOA Action News, No. 15, Spring 1983.  For information on the campaigns in 
Connecticut and Massachusetts see Legislative Action Against Apartheid: A Case Study of the Connecticut 
Campaign (New York: American Committee on Africa, January 1982) and Make It In Massachusetts, Not 
In South Africa: How We Won Divestment Legislation by Mass Divest (New York: American Committee 
on Africa, March 1983, updated December 1984) 
29 In October 1985 ACOA organized a third conference focusing on action by municipal government. See 
ACOA Action New, No. 20, Fall 1985. 
30 Jennifer Davis succeeded George Houser as Executive Director in July 1981 and held the position until 
2001.  Prior to becoming Executive Director she served as Research Director.  Her research, writing, public 
speaking and strategic vision played a key role in building the movement.  As part of the African Activist 
Archive Project we hope to place much of her writing on the African Activist Archive Project and Aluka 
websites.  
31 Both African American and white legislators played key roles in the campaign.  The campaign was 
greatly aided by the growth in the 1970s and 1980s in the number of African American elected officials in 
state legislatures and on city councils who demonstrated the sustained concern necessary to achieve 
legislation.  Membership in the National Black Caucus of State Legislators climbed from some 40 at its 
founding in 1977 to more than 600 today. 
32 A number of the concerned state legislators and city councilors were subsequently elected to Congress 
and have maintained their concern about Africa. This includes such prominent members of the 
Congressional Black Caucus as Congresswoman Maxine Waters (previously a member of the California 
State Assembly) and Congressman Danny Davis (previously a member of the Chicago City Council). 
33 Some of these divestments were very large including that of New Jersey (1985) and the New York City 
pension funds (1984).  In 1986 California adopted a phased four-year plan to divest all state institutions 
including university endowment and state pension fund.  The California action was achieved after more 
than five years of campaigning by legislators and anti-apartheid activists led Republican Governor George 
Deukmejian to reverse his opposition to divestment.  At the time the plan was adopted it was estimated that 
it would result in the sale of $12.5 billion in stocks and bonds of companies doing business in South Africa.  
See ACOA Action News, Number 22, Fall 1986 (New York: American Committee on Africa).  For a 
comprehensive list of state and city action see State and Municipal Governments Take Aim at Apartheid by 
Richard Knight (New York, American Committee on Africa, 1991) available at www.richardknight.com.  
See also various issues of the Public Investment and South Africa newsletter published by ACOA which 
contain more information on the campaign and details on specific action taken by states and cities; 
Divesting from Apartheid: A Summary of State and Municipal Legislative Action on South Africa by Sandy 
Boyer (New York: American Committee on Africa, March 1983); and various issues of ACOA Action 
News. 
34 The protests were visible in the U.S., covered in the press and shown on television news.  Also, an 
important voice at this time was Bishop Desmond Tutu.  “In my view, the Reagan Administration’s support 
and collaboration with it is equally immoral, evil and totally un-Christian,” Tutu told members of the U.S. 
Congress in December 1984. “You are either for or against apartheid, and not by rhetoric. You are either in 
favor of evil, or you are in favor of good. You are either on the side of the oppressed or on the side of the 
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oppressor. You can’t be neutral.” He concluded that constructive engagement “has encouraged the white 
racist regime into escalated intransigence and oppression.” See “US Policy on S. Africa Is Immoral, Tutu 
Says,” Boston Globe, December 5, 1984 available at 
http://www.boston.com/globe/search/stories/nobel/1984/1984c.html.  
35 Chase had been one of leading banks bailing out South Africa following the Sharpeville massacre when 
capital flight also took place.  For more information on the history of bank loans to and U.S. corporate 
invest in and withdrawal from South Africa see “Sanctions, Disinvestment, and U.S. Corporations in South 
Africa” by Richard Knight, Sanctioning Apartheid, Ed. Robert Edgar (Trenton: Africa World Press, 1990); 
Unified List of United States Companies Doing Business in South Africa [Third Edition] by Richard Knight 
(New York: The Africa Fund, 1990; Bank Loans to South Africa Mid-1982 to End 1984 prepared by Eva 
Militz with financial assistance of the World Council of Churches; U.S. Bank Loans to South Africa1972-
1978 (New York: Corporate Data Exchange, 1978); “The Banks Say – On South Africa” prepared by Beata 
Klein for the American Committee on Africa and the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility (New 
York: Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, June 1979); Outposts on Monopoly Capitalism: 
Southern Africa in the Changing Global Economy by Ann Seidman and Neva Seidman Makgetla 
(Westport: Lawrence Hill & Co. 1980.  ACOA, The Africa Fund, the Interfaith Center on Corporate 
Responsibility (ICCR) and other anti-apartheid organizations published information on U.S. corporate 
involvement in South Africa.  The Investor Responsibility Research Center (IRRC) also published material 
which was generally only available to paying subscribers, usually institutional investors and companies; 
this material was not generally available to the anti-apartheid movement.  
36 The Executive Order banned exports of US-manufactured computer hardware and software to agencies 
that administer or enforce apartheid; the export of nuclear goods, technology; and loans to South African 
government, except for educational, housing, or health facilities open to all races. 
37 The CAAA banned new U.S. investment in South Africa and new bank loans, except for the purpose of 
trade. The CAAA prohibited the export of U.S. computers, computer software, or goods or technology 
intended to service computers to or for the use of the South African military, police, prison system, and 
national security agencies.  Specific measures against trade included the prohibition of the import of 
agricultural goods, textiles, shellfish, steel, iron, uranium, the Krugerrand gold coin and the products of 
state-owned corporations.  Prior to the adoption of the CAAA, companies were disinvesting and any new 
investment was highly unlikely.  Banks had also stopped making loans resulting in the debt standstill 
declared in 1985.  
38 There had been a few earlier successes in imposing federal sanctions.  In 1978 Congress banned U.S. 
Export-Import Bank funding for South Africa, except for activities that supported black-owned businesses.  
In 1983 Congress passed the Gramm Amendment to the Bretton Woods Agreement Act which prohibited 
the U.S. from supporting any IMF loan for any country supporting apartheid.  There were a few exceptions 
including one for projects which were of economic benefit to the black majority 
39 The House version of the CAAA, introduced by Congressman Ronald Dellums, was much stronger then 
the Senate version introduced by Senator Richard Lugar.  The House version would have mandated a trade 
embargo and immediate divestment by U.S. companies.  But the House accepted the Senate version, 
choosing to get some sanctions passed and force a confrontation with President Reagan.  See Massie, op. 
cit.  For an interview with Dellums see http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/people/Dellums/dellums-con0.html.  
40 In speeches and interviews Reagan attacked the ANC and defended the “dramatic change” under P.W. 
Botha.  
41 Another company that pulled out at this time was Eastman Kodak.  In May 1986 at a conference on the 
arms embargo in London I obtained from Frene Ginwala, then Head of Political Research for the ANC, the 
conference program for the 17th International Congress on High Speed Photography and Photonics, 
organized by the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) and the South African Optical 
Society, that was scheduled to be in September in Pretoria.  The South African organizing committee 
included R. Krohn of Kodak’s South African subsidiary.  U.S. government regulations prohibited sales to 
CSIR for its “weapons research.”  At that time the New York City had recently adopted a limited selective 
purchasing law giving preference in granting of City contracts to companies that did not do business with 
the South African police, military, prisons or Department of Cooperation and Development.  Kodak, which 
had less than $10,000 of such sales, almost lost an $8 million contract with the city.  The city had granted 
Eastman Kodak the contract when the company promised not to make any such sales in the future.  In June 
I alerted the Daily News to the involvement of Kodak; the newspaper promptly called New York City for 



 16

                                                                                                                                                 
comment.  Kodak promptly withdrew from the conference and in November disinvested from South Africa.  
Unlike some companies that maintained licensing and franchising agreements after disinvesting, Kodak 
shut down its operations and cut off sales of film to the country. See 
http://richardknight.homestead.com/files/eastmankodak.htm,  
42 See Divestment Actions Must Target Franchise and Licensing Agreements As Well As Direct Investment 
(New York: American Committee on Africa, February 1987) 
43 Mobil cited this measure and the 72% tax on profits as a major factor in its decision to withdraw in April 
1989.  See Testimony of Jennifer Davis, Executive Director, American Committee on Africa, before the 
Committee on Ways and Means, House of Representatives, July 8, 1987.   
44 For a full text see http://richardknight.homestead.com/files/sanctionsliftingstatement.htm.  
45 In 1954 George Houser made a six month tour of Africa ending up in South Africa were he conducted 
these interviews.  The relationship between Sisulu and Houser and ACOA continued over the decades.  In 
1991 Walter Sisulu addressed The Africa Fund’s 25th anniversary.  Between 1995 and 1997, at Walter’s 
request, George Houser and Herbert Shore conducted more than 14 hours of taped interviews with him.  
The result was a book I Will Go Singing: Walter Sisulu speaks of His Life and the Struggle for Freedom in 
Southern Africa / In conversation with George M. Houser and Herbert Shore  (Cape Town: Robben Island 
Museum, 1991).  Copies of the tapes are deposited in the Mayibuye Centre at the University of the Western 
Cape and the ANC archives at Fort Hare University. 
46 In 1966 ACOA established The Africa Fund as its educational and humanitarian assistance arm.  The two 
organizations shared office space and staff and had overlapping boards.  By 1977 The Africa Fund was 
publishing much of the material being produced to analyze the nature, extent and impact of U.S. links with 
Africa.  The Africa Fund also engaged in material aid to African liberation movements.  
47 Information on the No Easy Victory project comes from the Solidarity Research website and personal 
communications with William Minter.  
48 The title comes from a quote from Amilcar Cabral “Tell the people no lies, claim no easy victories.” 
found in Guinea-Bissau: Toward Final Victory (Richmond, BC, Canada: Liberation Support Movement, 
1974). 
49 Aluka is an “incubated entity” of Ithaka, a U.S. not-for--profit organization “with a mission to accelerate 
the productive uses of information technologies for the benefit of higher education around the world.”  It is 
envisioned that eventually Aluka will be an independent self-sustaining organization.  Information in this 
section comes from the Ithaka website and from personal communications with individuals involved with 
Aluka including Professor Allen Isaacman and Executive Director Thomas Nygren. 
50  JSTOR (www.jstor.org) is an online database currently with all back issues of 440 journals online 
available through subscribing institutions such as libraries. This includes many that have articles on Africa 
and/or on the solidarity movement.  A sophisticated search feature allows searches for words or phrases 
through all issues.  JSTOR is available 1,280 institutions in the U.S. and 850 institutions in 85 countries 
outside the U.S. including 18 institutions in six African countries.  ARTstor (www.artstor.org) is an online 
database that serves as a repository of hundreds of thousands of digital images and related data. 
51 Aluka other African content clusters are plants and cultural heritage sites that are not of concern to this 
paper.  



 

 



 



 



 
 



 
 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 



 

 



 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 



 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 



 
 
 

 
 



Draft conference presentation 
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African Liberation and Progressive Internationalism in American  Life: An Untold History 

 
William Minter 

(  Editor, AfricaFocus Bulletin, Washington, DC  , E-mail: wminter@igc.org) 
 
Panel Presentation for the conference on the Role of the International Anti-Apartheid 
Movement in South Africa's Freedom Struggle, University of KwaZulu-Natal, October 10-
13, 2004 
 
 
In May 1990, when Ebony magazine asked Nelson Mandela about how the struggle of 
American Blacks had influenced the South African struggle, Mandela replied, "You are 
correct, there are many similarities between us. We have learned a great deal from each 
other" (cited in Nixon  1994, 189). While the reporters' question implied one-way influence, 
Mandela's tactful correction stressed that the learning process was reciprocal.  
 
There is only fragmentary evidence on how the Defiance Campaign in 1952-53 may have 
influenced U.S. civil rights leaders, including the young Martin Luther King, Jr. And few are 
aware of how the conclusion of King's famous speech at the 1963 March on Washington ("Free 
at Last, Free at Last") echoed Kwame Nkrumah's words at the independence of Ghana in 
1957, to which King was invited at the suggestion of African-American activist Bill Sutherland 
(Sutherland and Meyer 2000, 34). The common story-line does not feature African influence 
on Americans, just as it puts aside King's opposition to the Vietnam war and his broader 
internationalist perspective. More generally, the strands of American internationalism that 
have identified not with American preeminence  but with global resistance are simply left out 
of the conventional vision of history. In this context, even in focusing on the "international 
anti-apartheid movement," the tendency is to ask only about what the international movement 
may have contributed to South Africa, rather than to explore a more complex pattern of 
interaction of progressive forces.   
 
In my view, it is impossible to understand what the international anti-apartheid movement 
may have contributed without also asking how struggles for African freedom have both 
stimulated the solidarity that was evoked and themselves influenced progressive currents 
in other countries. This is particularly apparent in the case of the United States. In the 
1950s the independence of Ghana had a profound, albeit hard to isolate, effect on the U.S. 
civil rights movement. This period is beginning to be explored by scholars such as 
Plummer (1996), Von Eschen (1997), Borstelmann (2001), and Meriwether (2002). But the 
impact on movements in the U.S. of Tanzania and the liberation struggles against 
Portuguese colonialism in the late 1960s and 1970s, and of the South African struggle in the 
1960s and 1970s as well as at its high point of visibility in the 1980s, are topics that have 
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hardly been touched on by researchers, much less explored in depth.  
 
From the 1980s through the current period, as right-wing forces have consolidated 
hegemony over the national agenda, victories for progressive forces in the U.S., such as 
winning sanctions against apartheid in the mid-1980s, have been few. This has reinforced 
the tendency to forget or oversimplify the earlier history.  This should not be allowed to 
happen. At present, however, the  historical record is slipping further away as activists die 
or forget the details of campaigns. Most records of smaller organizations and individual 
activists, if they are preserved at all, are consigned to moldy basements rather than to 
archives where they can later be found by scholars.  
 
Since so high a portion of solidarity with African liberation in the United States was 
dispersed in local and often short-lived organizations or in ad-hoc networks, rather than in 
centralized   groups, even the first steps of preserving or recovering the history are 
significantly more difficult than in most other Western countries.   
   
With a group of colleagues, I am currently engaged in a research project with the working 
title "No Easy  Victories: African Liberation and American Activists over a Half  Century, 
1950-2000. "  We are ourselves activists (as well as writers and researchers) who have been 
participants in various aspects of this history over several decades. We began working on 
this project in 2003, motivated in large part by our discontent with the fact that so far 
accounts of the period we knew - beginning in the 1960s - have relied largely on the images 
portrayed by media accounts. Entire chunks of history that we knew to be important, and 
particularly those behind-the-scene activists and local organizations that never gained 
media prominence, seemed to be entirely invisible even to the few scholars who have begun 
to chronicle the history.    
 
To cite only one glaring example, both the 896-page Loosing the Bonds (Massie 1997) and 
the recent Race to Sanctions (Nesbitt, 2004) spend a few pages on the year-long 
demonstrations at the South African embassy in 1984-1985, noting the media impact of the 
events and the prominent figures arrested there. But neither study even mentions the local 
activists of the Southern Africa Support Project (SASP), the core of the organizing work 
for the daily demonstrations, who had been working for years to educate the local 
community in Washington, DC about apartheid. It is not that the public picture, as 
presented in the New York Times and reflected in books such as these, is not real. But it is 
distorted by the absence of the far larger number of gaps.   
 
Even the term "anti-apartheid" itself significantly truncates movement history for many of 
us who have been involved in solidarity with African liberation struggles over decades. 
Granted, it was in part the uniquely extreme racism of the apartheid state that made 
possible such a broad public coalition to oppose it. But the term also reinforces the 
tendency to minimize or even to ignore entirely the fact that the "anti-apartheid" struggle 
was part of a wider history of African liberation and worldwide anti-colonial resistance.  
For those of us whose involvement began with the struggles against Portuguese colonialism 
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in Mozambique, or for those who focused on solidarity with Zimbabwe or Namibia, to 
trace the history of the U.S. "anti-apartheid" movement alone separates it from the 
integral connections it had with wider Pan African and global movements, as well as with 
struggles within the United States.  
 
Researching and writing such a broader history is not a project for an individual or for a 
small group. There are far too many pieces missing. But such a broader perspective, with 
awareness of the many gaps, is indispensable if historians and activists are not to reinforce 
the silences of the conventional wisdom. In the U.S., as elsewhere, to  understand the "anti-
apartheid" movement it is essential to put  it within the framework of progressive struggles 
for liberation  on all fronts, in particular struggles against racism and  colonialism.  
 
In fact, there is a rich history intermingling currents  of cultural and political resistance 
across the Atlantic, that  dates back over centuries to the earliest years of the slave  trade. 
The last half of the twentieth century, however, stands  out as a distinct period. It is 
marked both by the uneven march  of African states to majority rule and by the incomplete 
legal  and political victories of the civil rights movement in the U.S.  Over five decades, 
victories were most often tied to a rising  sense of common struggle, while defeats in turn 
paralleled a  retreat into isolation and fragmentation.   
 
Our approach has been to begin this process with interviews with activists representing a 
variety of currents of solidarity, with the eventual goal  of a short book with essays 
covering each of the five decades of  the second half of the twentieth century. Writing the 
fuller history that needs to be written requires resources not available to us; in any case it 
would be premature.  What we hope to do, starting with the initial on-line publication of 
selected interviews and essays in 2005, is to call attention to the gaps. We hope to convince 
other researchers to search beyond the sources most easily available, that is, those found in 
media accounts and the archives of the most prominent organizations and individuals. In 
short, we hope to provide "teasers" to convince a new generation of researchers that the 
work done to date has barely scratched the surface. 
 
While this presentation is not a report of finished research, let me give a few examples to  
illustrate the questions we are trying to open up.   We are now working on a first set of 
interviews, completing and checking transcripts, and writing short introductions and 
endnotes to provide necessary historical context.  The first eight include Bill Sutherland 
and E. S. Reddy, representing the generation whose involvement with these issues preceded 
the 1960s; Ben Magubane, Mary Jane Patterson, Bob Van Lierop, and Prexy Nesbitt, 
whose major involvements begin in the 1960s; and Sylvia Hill and Frank Beeman, for 
whom significant involvement with African liberation dates to the early 1970s. 
 
Though far from comprehensive, this set of eight individuals already brings in a wide 
range of the networks and currents involved in U.S. activists' connections with African 
liberation, with pointers towards archives, where available, and indications of historical 
currents that remain to be explored. Five are African-American, one South African, one 
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Indian, and one white American; six men, two women. None appear prominently in 
published accounts of "anti-apartheid" activity in the United States, but all played 
significant  roles over multiple decades in making links between African liberation and 
diverse constituencies in the United States.   
 
It is not the goal of our project to substitute these names - or a larger list of interviewees 
that are projected or at earlier stages of processing  - for other names that are currently 
more prominent in conventional accounts. It is rather to suggest that the fragmented and 
complex history reaches out far beyond a small set of "national" organizations, whatever 
their perceived racial or ideological complexions, to local and international networks, for 
which divisions into black/white or radical/liberal dichotomies are even less credible 
representations of the historical record. The successive stages of African liberation, from 
the first wave of independence in the 1950s and early 1960s through the armed struggles 
against Portuguese colonialism to the victory against apartheid in the 1990s, have each 
reverberated through multiple links across the Atlantic.  
 
Take just one set of threads, traced back from the Free South Africa Movement 
demonstrations at the South African embassy in 1984-85.  The local SASP group, Sylvia 
Hill recalls, was a direct outgrowth of their involvement in the Sixth Pan African Congress 
(SixPAC) in Dar es Salaam in 1974, for which she organized the logistics of participants 
from the United States. And that involvement in turn can be traced to the collaboration of 
the Tanzanian Embassy in Washington with the Drum and Spear Bookstore and the 
Center for Black Education, founded by veterans of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee in 1968.   
 
The organizational outcomes of the Sixth Pan-African Congress were not readily visible. 
Many participants dismissed it as a failure. Similarly, the wider currents of identification 
with Africa that grew among African-American activists in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
broke apart on the shoals of internal division and government repression in less than a 
decade. The African Liberation Support Committees, which brought out tens of thousands 
to demonstrations on African Liberation Day in 1972, had largely disappeared by the 
upsurge of student anti-apartheid activity after the 1976 Soweto uprising. By  the time of 
the Free South Africa Movement in the mid-1980s, few other than direct participants 
remembered the events and organizations of a decade before. The rise and fall of the 
ALSC, in part related to divisions over revelation of the alliance of Jonas Savimbi's UNITA 
with South Africa and the CIA in the 1975-76 war in Angola, but also touching on almost 
all the dysfunctions of the U.S. left, is one of the complex stories that has not yet found a 
historian.    
 
Nevertheless, as illustrated by SASP, such connections - personal even when there was no 
organizational continuity - were in the background as the South African struggle gained 
greater visibility. The precise links remain to be traced, and undoubtedly differ from place 
to place. Local efforts were never consolidated in one or even a small number of central 
organizations. Thus no one can yet show how the upsurges of student protests in the late 
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1970s and then of state and local divestment campaigns in the 1980s built on such prior 
links. But almost everyone who was involved can testify that it was such interlocking 
networks that made the movement pervasive once the images of South African struggle 
finally reached critical mass on the TV screens.  
 
The Tanzanian connection also branches into a Mozambican connection. At SixPAC, 
coming after the coup in Portugal but before the agreement on Mozambican independence, 
the Mozambican Liberation Front (FRELIMO) made a significant impression on the 
American delegation. Bob Van Lierop's film A Luta Continua, based on his trip to the 
liberated areas in Mozambique in 1971, had been distributed widely by liberation support 
networks in the U.S., including not only the African Liberation Support Committees and 
their affiliates, but also interracial groups such as the Southern Africa Committee in New 
York, the Liberation Support Movement on the west coast, the Chicago Committee for the 
Liberation of Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau in Chicago, and the Madison Area 
Committee on Africa in Madison, Wisconsin, to name only a few. The film, Bob recalls, was 
also smuggled into Portugal and into South Africa as well, one of the avenues by which the 
Portuguese-language slogan became common currency beyond Mozambique's borders. 
 
Samora Machel had not yet visited the United States, as had Amilcar Cabral, his colleague 
in struggle against Portuguese colonialism on the other side of the continent. But 
FRELIMO representative in New York Shafrudin Khan was among the earliest and most 
energetic of liberation movement spokespeople who mobilized support regardless of the 
ideological and racial divisions among those willing to support African liberation.  In the 
U.S., as in South Africa, the victory over Portuguese colonialism in 1974-75 was seen as a 
sign of wider hope among a wide spectrum of those who identified with Africa.. 
 
Even in the 1960s, it is important to stress, there was a strong consensus among activists on the 
twin themes of direct support for liberation movements and targeting U.S. companies for their 
support of apartheid. The American Committee on Africa, formed in 1953, had fully endorsed 
African demands for a boycott against South Africa, and pioneered in exposing U.S. corporate 
ties. Moreover, despite the pacifist roots of some of the ACOA leaders, the ACOA consistently 
supported the African liberation movements as they turned from non-violent protest to armed 
struggle in the 1960s. Even  in the 1950s, it had established close ties with the FLN in Algeria. 
 
This consensus, common ground from Black and white activists within the churches to groups 
associated with the old and new left or different variants of Pan Africanism, even extended 
into the U.S. Congress, where the movement's most consistent ally, Representative Charles 
Diggs of Detroit, took over in 1969 as chair of the House Africa Affairs Subcommittee.  
Building such a consensus, it is clear from our experience and our interviews, depended on a 
host of personal connections that reached out into different sectors of American life. 
 
One much underestimated influence is of informal as well as formal representatives of African 
liberation. Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Nnamdi Azikiwe of Nigeria before the 1950s, to 
Eduardo Mondlane of Mozambique in the 1950s and early 1960s, Miriam Makeba and Hugh 
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Masekela of South Africa in the 1960s, were only a few of those whose personal impact 
established the credibility of the African liberation cause. The first anti-apartheid 
demonstrations in Los Angeles, Ben Magubane notes, were initiated by a group he and fellow 
South African Martin Legassick set up.  And a January 1969 gathering in Raleigh, North 
Carolina - the Kennedy-King Memorial Forum of the Chief Albert Luthuli Memorial Fund - 
was organized by ANC supporter Rev. Gladstone Ntlabati, then working out of Atlanta, and 
included, among others on the program,  Magubane's UCLA colleagues Martin Legassick and 
Anthony Ngubo,  Rev. Chris Nteta and Rev. Ken Carstens from Boston, two South Africans 
who were stalwarts of the anti-apartheid cause in New England over the years, as well as 
musician Jonas Gwangwa and Pan Africanist Congress supporter Peter Molotsi (see program 
for the event in Southern Africa, December, 1968).     
 
This listing of names from Africa in the "American" movement is hardly a beginning - I 
have not even mentioned Dennis Brutus, whose tireless activism extended far beyond his 
initial concentration on the sports boycott, or Wandile  Kuse and Dan and Selina Kunene, 
who were key figures in the Madison Area Committee on Southern Africa. In the 1980s, the 
"American" Committee on Africa was headed by South African exile Jennifer Davis, and 
the key organizer for its state and local divestment campaign was Dumisani  Kumalo, now 
the South African ambassador to the United Nations.  
 
This panel presentation does not allow time to elaborate on more examples, But even 
simply citing the remaining names in our initial interviews points to many different 
directions for research. In his position as an international civil servant at the United 
Nations Committee against Apartheid, E. S. Reddy played a key behind-the-scenes role in 
ensuring that UN support for liberation went beyond rhetoric. Yet he was also a key ally 
and supporter for non-official solidarity networks, ranging from the Council on African 
Affairs to the American Committee on Africa and the Episcopal Churchpeople for South 
Africa, to name only a few of the U.S. groups. Bill Sutherland, a radical Pan Africanist and 
pacifist who argued that beyond differences over strategy "the most important thing is the 
revolution," spent fifty years in Africa, in Ghana and in Tanzania. But his travels in the 
U.S. for the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
were key to establishing one of the key networks for anti-apartheid activity around the 
country. Mary Jane Patterson, director of the Washington Office of the United 
Presbyterian Church from 1975-1989, chaired the board of the Washington Office on 
Africa during the key years of 1978-1984. She was one of  many key activists in the 
churches who brought their credibility and commitment from civil rights struggles to 
African struggles that they regarded as directly related. In addition to his connections with 
FRELIMO and the World Council of Churches Program to Combat Racism, Prexy 
Nesbitt's consistent involvement with African liberation has always stressed linkages to 
struggles in his home town Chicago and to a vast array of activists around the country. 
Frank Beeman, tennis coach at Michigan State University, meanwhile, illustrates the local 
activist who keeps on year and year. He was one of those whose constant political work 
pushed the divestment issue from campus to city to state, setting an examples for groups 
around the country.  



Draft conference presentation 

 7

 
It is no exaggeration to say that a history of the international "anti-apartheid movement" 
in the United States must reach into the separate histories of scores of local communities, 
universities, religious denominations, trade unions, and other institutional sectors, each 
with its own complex institutional dynamics and contradictions.. 
 
Perhaps the fragmentary picture illustrated by these examples simply reflects the vast size 
and diversity of the United States, where running a "national" organization has always 
required resources far beyond those possessed by any of the groups involved in support for 
African liberation. But there is also a more fundamental issue at stake, that must be 
mentioned although it is beyond the scope of this brief presentation. The diversity and wide 
extent of networks mobilized against apartheid shows enormous potential in the U.S. for 
engagement in solidarity with struggles around the world, in opposition to the stance taken 
by dominant forces in the society.  
 
But the history also shows a failure to draw this potential together in  sustainable networks 
and to find messages that effectively relate struggles against domestic and global injustice, 
addressing both the specific injuries of race and the structural inequalities that cripple the 
entire society. If we are to follow Cabral's admonition to "tell no lies, claim no easy 
victories," we must acknowledge that those tasks still lie ahead.  
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Anti-Apartheid Protest vs Real Politik 

The Anti-Apartheid Movement and British  
policy towards South Africa during the Rivonia trial 

Arianna Lissoni 

(History Department, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London) 

 

Introduction 

Britain, in her unique position as the former colonial power and the major investing country in 
South Africa, had been one of the main targets of Black South Africans’ diplomatic efforts since the 
establishment of the Union in 1910. By the end of the Second World War and following the election 
of the National Party in 1948, most of the hopes for British support for the predicament of Black 
South Africans shifted to the United Nations (UN) and the newly independent colonial states. 
Nevertheless, because of her economic and historic links Britain, and London in particular, 
continued to hold a special relationship with South Africa. From the 1950’s, British support did 
eventually start to come, not from the Government though, but from anti-apartheid and church 
groups, the Communist Party and sections of the Labour and Liberal Parties. Moreover, ever since 
the late 1940’s, a growing number of South Africans had been arriving in London, which, after 
Sharpeville and the banning of the African National Congress (ANC) and Pan-Africanist Congress 
(PAC), became a centre for the exiled liberation movements to continue their struggle from abroad.1 

In June 1959, following a call for the boycott of nationalist goods by the ANC in South Africa, the 
Boycott Movement was started in London. In March of the following year, as the emergency 
situation in South Africa intensified, the Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) was formed to co-
ordinate all anti-apartheid work and to keep South Africa’s apartheid policy in the forefront of 
British politics. From the onset, the Movement, which “operated […] as an instrument of solidarity 
with the people of South Africa”, was characterised by an “umbilical cord relationship with the 
[liberation] struggle”.2 For the next forty years the AAM campaigned for a sports, cultural, 
academic, consumer, arms and economic boycott of South Africa to help bring apartheid to an end.  

This paper will concentrate on two crucial campaigns launched by the AAM in 1963-4 and assess 
the extent of their influence on British policy towards South Africa: the World Campaign for the 
Release of South African Political Prisoners (WCRSAPP), and the campaign for economic 
sanctions against South Africa. Although the main the impetus for the starting of these campaigns 
came from the Rivonia trial, they soon developed into long-standing crusades concerning two key 
areas of solidarity work: protesting against all political trials and executions and exposing the 
conditions under which opponents of apartheid were imprisoned or held without trial, and 
petitioning for the imposition of economic sanctions through collective action at the UN. 

                                                 
1 Barber, J., The Uneasy Relationship, London: Heinemann Educational Books for the Royal Institute of International 
Affairs, 1983, p. 2. 
2 Minty, A., "The AAM - What kind of History?", paper presented at the AAM 40-year Symposium, South Africa 
House, London, 25-6 June 1999. 
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II. Rivonia 

After Sharpeville, the ineffectiveness of non-violent methods had led the South African liberation 
movements to embark on a path of violence. In December 1961, the birth of Umkonto We Sizwe 
was announced as “an independent body […] under the overall political guidance” of the “national 
liberation movement”.3 The turn to violence was explained as a strategic necessity: 

“The time comes in the life of any nation when there remain only two choices: submit or 
fight. That time has now come to South Africa. We shall not submit and we have no choice 
but to hit back by all means within our power in defence of our people, our future and our 
freedom”.4  

On July 11, 1963, the South African police raided the headquarters of Umkonto We Sizwe at 
Lilliesfam in Rivonia (Daily Mail picture). Three months later, eight men, representing virtually the 
whole of Umkonto’s High Command, were on trial in Pretoria. The accused, Walter Sisulu, Nelson 
Mandela, Govan Mbeki, Dennis Goldberg, Ahmed Kathrada, Rusty Bernstein, Elias Motsoaledi and 
Raymond Mhlaba, were charged with 222 acts of sabotage and of inciting to commit sabotage in 
preparation of guerrilla warfare, armed invasion of the country and violent revolution. Under the 
1962 Sabotage Act, the accused faced the death penalty. (Picture of the accused) 

On October 8, 1963 (the day the Rivonia trial began), Oliver Tambo addressed the UN General 
Assembly with these words: “I cannot believe that the United Nations can stand by calmly watching 
what I submit is genocide masquerading under the guise of a civilised dispensation of justice”.5 
Three days later, the General Assembly passed a resolution, by a vote of 106 to 1 (South Africa), 
condemning the South African Government’s apartheid policy and calling for the end of all political 
trials and the unconditional release of political prisoners. Britain, the US, France and Australia, 
however, abstained on the operative paragraph requesting the abandonment of the “arbitrary trial 
now in progress”.6  

III. “A Rope of Strength” 

In November 1963, the World Campaign for the Release of South African Political Prisoners was 
set up in London under the auspices of the AAM as a separate but attached committee. Its purpose 
was “to organise support for the implementation of the [October] UN resolution”.7 Jeremy Thorpe 
(Liberal MP) was Secretary, Humphrey Berkeley MP (a Conservative who had been involved in the 
campaign for the abolition of capital punishment in the UK) was Chairman, and Dick Taverne 
(Labour MP) was Treasurer. The World Campaign Committee included representatives (as well as 
from the AAM) from the Africa Bureau, the Defence and Aid Fund, the Movement for Colonial 
Freedom, Christian Action, the Society of Friends, and the United Nations Association; Amnesty 
International, two South African refugees (Sonia Bunting and Harold Wolpe), the SAIC and the 
ANC also participated as observers. Similar committees were established abroad. 

At a time when the internal opposition in South Africa had been severely hampered, the AAM 
played a crucial role in publicising the trial in progress and in organising international pressure. The 

                                                 
3 “Umkonto We Sizwe”, flyer “issued by the command of Umkonto We Sizwe” appearing on December 16, 1961, in 
Karis and Gerhart, eds., Challenge and Violence, p. 716. 
4 Ibidem. 
5 Tambo, O., “Address to the Special Political Committee of the United Nations General Assembly, 8 October 1963”, in 
Tambo, A., ed., Preparing for Power: Oliver Tambo Speaks, London: Heinemann, 1987, p. 46. 
6 Quoted in Karis and Gerhart, eds., Challenge and Violence, p. 675. 
7 Minutes of the Executive Committee, 23 October 1963, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
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Rivonia campaign represented, as Ruth First  (Picture of Ruth First) told the AAM National 
Committee on her arrival in London, “a rope of strength to people in South Africa”.8 Throughout 
the winter and spring of 1964, the AAM and the WCRSAPP worked to ensure that the Rivonia trial 
received the widest possible publicity. 197,387 signatures were collected for a world-wide petition 
demanding the release of political prisoners and submitted to the UN. Solidarity messages were sent 
to the accused and their families by British MPs and other personalities. Lobbies of Parliament and 
Early Day Petitions were organised so that the matter would be debated in the House of Commons.  

In March, Tambo appealed to the UN Special Committee on Apartheid (which had been established 
in November 1962) to express the “feeling that not enough is being done at the international level to 
challenge […] the South African Government”.9 His appeal was followed by a WARSAPP 
memorandum to all the major Western governments and the Special Committee, who were asked 
“to consider how best, by diplomatic, political, economic and other pressures” they may exert their 
“influence to save the lives of […] brave opponents to apartheid”. In particular, the UK and US 
governments, “whose pressures would be felt most strongly in South Africa”, were pleaded “to use 
their great influence and prestige”.10  

In May, the AAM wrote a letter to the British Prime Minister, and a delegation led by AAM 
President Barbara Castle MP (and including Lord Gardiner QC, Eric Lubbock MP, Abdul Minty, 
and Raymond Kunene of the ANC), met the Minister of State at the Foreign Office on May 19 to 
present yet another memorandum. This called on the Government to take action by making clear to 
South Africa that the passing of death sentences “would seriously imperil the relations between the 
two governments”, by requesting “the cancellation of all the death sentences imposed on political 
prisoners and the release of political detainees”, and by offering asylum to the Rivonia accused and 
all other political prisoners.11  

As the trial drew to a close, the campaign was stepped up (Slovo-Dadoo picture). Fifty British MPs, 
led by Berkeley, marched from the House to the South African Embassy to present a petition signed 
by over 100 MPs. A three-day vigil was held outside South Africa House during the days preceding 
the sentence. On June 11, seven of the defendants were found guilty and the following day they 
were sentenced to life imprisonment. (picture of the Star) 

When he pronounced his verdict, the South African judge referred to the unprecedented 
international action around the trial. Indeed, the AAM had succeeded in activating a mass national 
and international campaign so that it could “with justification claim that the world-wide support for 
the men on trial contributed to the fact that they were not given the death sentence”.12  Moreover, 
for the first time, thousands of people had become involved in the activities of the AAM, whose 
work had been “internationally recognised by the press and speeches in the UN Security Council as 
a major factor in the outcome of the trial”.13 But as far as the British Government was concerned, 
the Rivonia Campaign had failed, at least on the surface, to break its “ignoble silence”.14 Before 

                                                 
8 Minutes of the National Committee, 25 March 1964, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
9 Tambo, O., “Address to the Special Committee Against Apartheid, 12 March 1964”, in Tambo, ed., Preparing for 
Power, p. 50. 
10 PRO: FO 371/177036, Memorandum on South African Leaders in danger of sentence of death in the Rivonia trial and 
the fate of South Africa's political prisoners from the WCRSAPP, March 16, 1964. 
11 PRO: FO 371/177036, Record of a meeting between the Minister of State and a delegation from the AAM held at the 
Foreign Office, May 19, 1964. 
12 AAM Annual Report, October 1964, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
13 Report of the Executive Committee to the National Committee, July 6, 1964, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
14 PRO: PREM 11/5178, F. Brockway's MP remark on the British Government's attitude towards the Rivonia trial 
during a parliamentary debate on the UK's abstention in the Security Council vote on June 9, 1964, 15 June 1964. 
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turning to the Government’s behaviour during the trial, the reasons underlying this silence will be 
examined. 

IV. Britain’s “special interests” 

The British Government’s strong concern with South Africa’s stability stemmed from what the 
British Prime Minister, Sir Alec Douglas Home, called “our special interests”15  in the Republic. In 
economic terms, they consisted of over 900 million pounds worth of investment and of an annual 
volume of export trade of some 250 million pounds, including “invisibles”.16 Britain was also 
“mindful of the intimate relationship to the Republic of the High Commission Territories”, which 
depended “to a great extent upon South Africa for their economic life”,17 and which represented a 
potential area of conflict because of their strategic position - being outside South Africa’s political 
and police control and within the area of Greater Southern Africa at the same time. Strategically, 
South Africa was important to Britain’s defence requirements because of the facilities she enjoyed 
at the Simonstown naval base. The 1957 Simonstown military treaty gave Britain overflying and 
staging rights in peacetime and war, even when South Africa was not belligerent. Moreover, the sea 
route around the Cape represented a key communication link with the Middle East and the Far East 
to Western defences against Communism.18  Under the Simonstown agreement Britain was also 
supplying weapons to South Africa, although pledging at the UN not to provide weapons which 
could be used for internal repression. Finally, the perennial “kith and kin” feeling represented a 
further factor binding Britain and South Africa together. 

British policy accordingly had to balance Britain’s short against her long-term interests. Britain’s 
economic stake, strategic interests, and her position in the High Commission Territories meant that 
she could not afford to break off relations with South Africa. At the same time, Britain should try 
not to convey the impression that her “association with Dr Verwoerd’s Government is particularly 
warm or close” because of the harmful consequences it would have on Black African opinion and of 
the possibility that, in a not too distant future, political power might pass to the African majority of 
the population.19 

V. “A Safety Net” 

Throughout the Rivonia trial, demands for the intervention of the British Government were 
dismissed on the grounds that representations would be negatively received, thus prejudicing the 
chances of commuting the sentences once the verdict was reached.20 What was holding back the 
British Government, however, was most likely the fear of South African retaliation on Britain’s 
“special interests”.21 As domestic and international pressure around the trial mounted and South 
Africa’s isolation increased, Britain’s position became more and more uncomfortable. 

Following Tambo’s second appeal to the UN and the WCRSAPP memorandum, the Special 
Committee on Apartheid presented its report to the Security Council in April. The report suggested 

                                                 
15 PRO: FO 371/167557, Sir Alec Douglas Home, Instructions to Sir Hugh Stephenson when he takes up his post as 
Ambassador: UK policy towards South Africa, 12 June 1963. 
16 Ibidem. 
17 Ibidem. 
18 PRO: PREM 11/5112, Prime Minister's reply to a letter from the Archbishop of Canterbury concerning South Africa's 
political trials and the supply of arms, 6 May 1964. 
19 PRO: FO 371/167557, Sir Alec Douglas Home, Instructions to Sir Hugh Stephenson when he takes up his post as 
Ambassador: UK policy towards South Africa, 12 June 1963. 
20 PRO: PREM 11/5113, Telegram from Sir H. Stephenson, Cape Town, to the Foreign Office, 4 April 1964. 
21 The South African Government had in the past threatened the unilateral abrogation of the Simonstown agreement to 
remind Britain of the possible consequences of taking action against South Africa. 
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that the Security Council should require the South African Government to desist from all measures 
against persons who opposed their radical policies within a brief time limit, or else new mandatory 
steps should be taken. The Special Committee also urged all Heads of State to intervene with the 
South African Government to prevent the death sentences from being passed on the accused in the 
Rivonia and other political trials. 

The debate about sanctions against South Africa at the UN centred around the contention that South 
Africa represented a threat to international peace. If so designated, under Chapter VII of the UN 
Charter, international action would no longer be regarded as interference with the internal affairs of 
a country and the Security Council could order mandatory measures.  

On June 9, just two days before the final verdict was reached, the Security Council passed a 
resolution urging the South African Government to end the trial in progress and grant amnesty to 
the defendants and all other political prisoners already sentenced to death. Britain, together with the 
US, France and Brazil, abstained.  

Commenting on Britain’s abstention at the UN, The Guardian wrote: 

“Wherever plans are discussed to end the subjection of Black South Africans, Britain 
counsels delay, restraint, vacillation. To the rest of the world, and doubtless to the South 
African Government as well, Britain appears to be engaged in a prolonged fighting defence 
of South African interests, with never a point conceded until it has been overrun”.22  

At the heart of British policy, which appeared to the opponents of apartheid as a “safety net under 
the [South African] Government”,23 lay a “sharpening dilemma” between “keeping on terms with 
the regime on the one hand, and avoiding outrage to Black African opinion on the other”.24  

VI. Nigeria’s Special Request 

Britain was very anxious about the reactions of African states to her policy towards South Africa. 
Her economic links with African countries,25 and her colonial past, made Britain particularly 
vulnerable to African opposition to South Africa.  

Nigeria represented the main threat to Britain. Through her leading position in Africa, Nigeria could 
organise co-ordinated retaliation, undermine British interests in Nigeria itself, or turn to other 
Western states (e.g. the US) in order to exert her influence on Britain.26 Impatience with “the 
compromise of British policy towards South Africa” had also created the feeling that unless Britain 
broke off trade relations with South Africa, Nigeria would withdraw from the Commonwealth.27  

In mid-April, the Nigerian Foreign Minister F. M. Wachuku spoke to the British Ambassador in 
Lagos to express Nigeria’s concern over the fate of the accused in the Rivonia trial and especially 
asked that Britain arrange for her influence to be brought to bear on South Africa.28  

                                                 
22 The Guardian, London, 16 June 1964 
23 Minutes of the National Committee, 25 March 1964, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
24 PRO: CAB 114/119, Sir J. Maud, Cape Town, to Lord Home, 14 May 1963. 
25 PRO: CAB 114/119, Memorandum by the Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations and by the Secretary of 
State for the Colonies, 30 July 1963. 
26 Barber, Uneasy Relationship, p. 19. 
27 The Star, Johannesburg, 9 May 1964. 
28 PRO: PREM 11/5178, Telegram from UK Ambassador to Nigeria to the UK Embassy in Pretoria, 16 April 1964. 
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A few days later, the Foreign Office reached the conclusion that Sir Hugh Stephenson, the UK 
Ambassador to South Africa, should approach the South African Government. So far, the British 
Government had refused to intervene, either officially or privately, despite pressures from the AAM 
and other solidarity organisations. The Nigerian request significantly prompted the government to 
make a move, although a cautious one. On April 23, Stephenson met Dr Muller (South Africa’s 
Foreign Minister) to convey the Nigerian message that the execution of Mandela and the others 
would greatly weaken the position of those countries who, like Nigeria, tried to counsel moderation. 
However, the South African reaction to the British informal representation, led the Ambassador to 
remark: “If we let it be known that we have made any sort of representations to the South African 
Government on this subject, we shall gravely prejudice the chances of their commuting the death 
sentences”.29 Therefore, Britain’s official attitude remained, until the end, that it would not be 
appropriate to take any action while the trial was in progress and the matter sub judice; the news of 
the British representation never leaked outside the Government. 

VII. Economic Sanctions 

The UN debate on economic sanctions had been paralleled in Britain by an escalating campaign led 
by the AAM. In the summer of 1963, a Steering Committee, with Ronald Segal as Convenor and 
the AAM as sponsor, was set up in view of an international conference on sanctions.30 The aim of 
the Conference was to work out the practicability of economic sanctions and their implications on 
the economies of South Africa, the UK, the US and the Protectorates. Knowing that the strongest 
opposition to sanctions came from the West (and within the West, Britain in particular), the 
Committee made every effort to attract as wide and varied a number of speakers and participants as 
possible so that the Conference findings would be regarded as objective. Through the ANC, whose 
representatives were also involved in organising the Conference, the Steering Committee was able 
to access many African Governments, a number of whom agreed to become patrons. 
Representatives from those Governments in the forefront of the campaign for sanctions as well as 
from all the major political parties in countries opposing sanctions, several youth organisations, and 
trade union federations were all invited to participate.31  

The International Conference for Economic Sanctions Against South Africa took place in Friends 
House, Euston Rd, between the 14 and the 17 April 1964. The Conference was attended by a 
number of well-known international personalities as well as governmental delegations from thirty 
countries and unofficial representatives from fourteen others. The Tunisian Foreign Minister Mr 
Mongi Slim acted as Chairman. The Conference established the necessity, the legality and the 
practicability of internationally organised sanctions against South Africa, whose policies were 
interpreted as a direct threat to peace and security in Africa and the world. Its findings also pointed 
out that in order to be effective, a programme of sanctions would need the active participation of 
Britain and the US.32  

The AAM viewed the Conference as a major success because of “the new seriousness with which 
the use of economic sanctions against South Africa is now regarded”.33 The Conference was also 
important because of the international recognition the AAM derived from it. For the first time, 
AAM leaders met a delegation of the UN Special Committee on Apartheid, and a long-lasting 
working relationship was established then between the two organisations. During an AAM public 

                                                 
29 PRO: PREM 11/5178, Telegram from Sir H. Stephenson, Cape Town, to the Foreign Office, 23 April 1964. 
30 Minutes of the Executive Committee, 20 June 1963, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
31 Segal, R., “Introduction”, in Segal, R., ed., Sanctions Against South Africa, Penguin, 1964. 
32 See the Conference Commissions Reports and their Findings and Recommendations, in Segal, Sanctions Against 
South Africa. 
33 Annual Report, October 1964, AAM Archive, Rhodes House Library. 
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meeting held at the end of the Conference, Mr Diallo Telli, Chairman of the Special Committee, 
acknowledged the AAM as “in fact one of the most active and effective factors in the general 
international struggle against the dangerous and criminal racial policy” of apartheid.34  

The British government’s response to the Conference was partly shaped by its opinion of the 
organisers, and partly by the potential consequences on the UN debate about South Africa. Despite 
the Steering Committee’s endeavours to avoid being associated with particular political influences, 
the Prime Minister described Segal, the Conference Convenor, as, although a “man of substance”, 
someone “for our own information suspected of being a Communist sympathiser”;35 the AAM, on 
the other hand, was, to put it quite simply, “under Communist control”.36 

Although it was decided that no official observers should attend the Conference, the British 
Government was taking a keen interest in it. The main reason for such interest was that the 
Conference papers were to be circulated as a UN document and used by the Special Committee on 
Apartheid in its forthcoming report. The most likely effect of the Conference was to reinforce the 
already strong pressures at the UN for action against South Africa, either in the context of the 
Rivonia trial or of South West Africa. Therefore, the Government felt they had to “be prepared […] 
to comment in a convincing and properly informed manner upon any conclusions [of the 
Conference]”.37 

Through some of its “friendly contacts” the Foreign Office managed to get hold of seven of the 
papers to be discussed at the Conference beforehand. Special attention was given to Worswick’s 
paper38 on the effects of sanctions on the British economy. The papers were studied in detail and a 
draft on points of rebuttal was produced.39 In the end, the British Government concluded that the 
Conference was unlikely to convince the opponents of sanctions in the UN. Britain, for its part, 
remained firm in its view that the imposition of sanctions would be unconstitutional “because we do 
not accept that this situation in South Africa constitutes a threat to international peace and security 
and we do not in any case believe that sanctions would have the effect of persuading the South 
African Government to change its policies”.40  

The British Government’s suppositions about the impact of the Conference on the UN proved to be 
correct, and during the Security Council debate in June Britain managed to avoid the question of 
mandatory sanctions thanks to her collaboration with the US.  

IX. Conclusion 

1964 was a decisive year for the international struggle against apartheid. On the one hand, the 
Rivonia raid and trial gave a harsh blow to the underground resistance in South Africa. While 
Sharpeville had forced the liberation movement underground, the clamp down of the South African 
Government in 1963-64 severely disabled the internal opposition. Indeed, it would be another 
decade before the covert opposition inside South Africa could regroup and reorganise itself to pose 

                                                 
34 Ibidem. 
35 PRO: FO 371/17767, Telegram from J. Wilson to the UK mission to the UN, New York, 18th March 1964. 
36 PRO: FO 371/17767, Guidelines to Her Majesty's representatives on the Conference of Economic Sanctions, 8 April 
1964. Interestingly, further comments on Segal and the AAM in a letter from Wilson to D. C. Debbit (UK Ambassador 
to Denmark) dated April 3, (ibid.) have been deleted from the original documents. 
37 PRO: FO 371/177167, Lord Dundee, 9 April 1964. 
38 Worswick, G., D., N., "The impact of sanctions on the British economy", in Segal, ed., Sanctions Against South 
Africa. 
39 PRO: FO 371/177167, Draft notes on points which might be considered for rebuttal, 6 April 1964. 
40 PRO: FO 371/17767, Guidelines to Her Majesty's representatives on the Conference of Economic Sanctions, 8 April 
1964. 
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an effective challenge to the apartheid regime. On the other hand, by the time the Rivonia trial 
ended in June 1964, the issue of apartheid had been successfully projected onto the international 
level. 

Since its birth in the spring of 1960, the AAM’s role had been to campaign against apartheid in 
every possible field, and to inform the public about apartheid and its implications. In the first few 
years after it was founded the AAM principally functioned in response to events in South Africa. As 
the situation in South Africa deteriorated the AAM was able to offer an extraordinary response by 
pulling together enormous strength and resources. The major achievement of the Rivonia Campaign 
was to mobilise, on an unprecedented scale, domestic and world public opinion around the trial, 
thus helping to save the lives of Mandela, Sisulu and the others. The AAM also made every effort to 
persuade the British Government to adopt an enlightened policy towards South Africa, especially at 
the UN, and to exert its influence on the South African Government to prevent the imposition of the 
death sentences on the accused. Real politik concerns, however, prevailed over anti-apartheid 
rhetoric in the making of British policy. 

Faced with the dilemma of protecting Britain’s economic and strategic interests in South Africa 
without alienating the African states or damaging “irreparably the prospects of future co-operation 
with an African Government”, the British government was at pains in trying to dissociate itself from 
South Africa’s apartheid policies whilst at the same time “maintain[ing] a reasonable working 
relationship with the present government”.41 Pressure from Nigeria eventually convinced Britain to 
make an unofficial representation to the South Africans. The unfavourable reaction to this timid 
move immediately led Britain to retreat to its position that any kind of intervention would not be in 
the interest of the Rivonia accused themselves. What the British Government probably had in mind, 
though, were Britain’s “special interests”. These same interests would continue to shape British 
policy towards South Africa over the next three decades. 

Campaigning around the Rivonia trial also gave impetus to the question of sanctions. The 
International Conference on Sanctions was a major breakthrough in the development of an 
international sanction-based strategy. The Conference, however, failed to persuade the main 
opponents of sanctions, namely Britain and the US. At the UN, Britain consistently refused to 
accept that the situation in South Africa fell under Chapter VII of the Charter. Instead, in 
collaboration with the US, Britain worked for a carefully worded appeal on the Rivonia and other 
political trials to try to appease Afro-Asian countries and public opinion at home and abroad. By 
1965, as international attention shifted to Southern Rhodesia as a result of Ian Smith’s Unilateral 
Declaration of Independence, the issue of economic sanctions against South Africa had lost 
momentum. 

 

                                                 
41 PRO: FO 371/167557, Sir Alec Douglas Home, Instructions to Sir Hugh Stephenson when he takes up his post as 
Ambassador: UK policy towards South Africa, 12 June 1963. 
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In mid‐2004, South Africa held its third democratic election, and a full ten years have elapsed since 

the fall of apartheid and the dissolution of its last white government. During this time, South Africa 

has developed from Rainbowism to African Renaissance and New Patriotism.  

The first democratic elections in 1994 marked the end of prolonged liberation struggles in the whole 

of Southern Africa. There were links from the Nordic countries to this freedom struggle through 

humanitarian and political support and popular boycott actions.  

 

History was used extensively in the struggle against apartheid and the then passionate discussion on 

the use of history in the fight for freedom and democracy was to some degree influenced by 

international solidarity and by exiled academics.1  

The history of the international anti‐apartheid movement has by now been established as a 

recognised field of research as several conferences on the subject have shown. Or as the South 

African president has expressed it: 

“Who would have thought as a young student at Sussex that we were to make a history that now 

truly resonates throughout the world? These were such small beginnings, a few initial actions of 

committed people with a vision … Ordinary people … have shown that we can make a difference …” 2 

 

It is an urgent matter to collect the documentation and record the oral history from people involved 

while it is still possible. Many events, some of profound significance, are not yet recorded.  

It is important for the Nordic countries that the history of their anti‐apartheid movements should be 

recorded, but it is probably even more important for the peoples of Southern Africa to have access to 

                                                            

 

1 Stolten, Hans Erik, “History in the new South Africa: an introduction”, in Conference Book Publication: Hans 

Erik Stolten (ed.), History‐Making and Present Day Politics. The Meaning of Collective Memory in South Africa, 

forthcoming, 2005.  

2 Message from the President of South Africa to the AAM Archives Committee Symposium held at South Africa 

House, London, 25–26 June 1999.  



DDDiiissscccuuussssss iiiooonnn    pppaaapppeeerrr    

 

Competition and cooperation in the use of solidarity history 

 

2

those records to be able to understand their history. This history is also part of their national 

heritage. For people in South Africa who for generations were denied their own history, as well as 

access to the history of the solidarity with their struggles, the history of the anti‐apartheid movement 

takes on profound importance.  

Tina Sideris, who was a member of the Oral History Project of the South African Institute of Race 

Relations in the 1980s, argues that the informal nature of some popular organisations led to the non‐

existence of records and archival storage of the organisations’ activities.3 

Important steps have however been made by former activists, for instance by the British AAM 

Archive Committee, to encourage the preservation of the written and oral records of the solidarity 

movement.4 Also in the United States, fresh new initiatives are made.5 

 

Both researchers and librarians at the Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala, Sweden, where I worked as 

Danish Research Fellow for three years, have a long tradition for dealing with the history of 

solidarity.6 With Tor Sellström as coordinator, the institute has published a comprehensive book 

series on Nordic solidarity with Southern Africa.7  

                                                            

 

3 The Workers Museum, The labour Movements Libraries and Archives, Copenhagen, Denmark 

(http://net.aba.dk/aba/). 

4Marks, Shula, in Gurney, Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year Perspective, Conference 

Report: South Africa House, London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives Committee, 2000.  

5 African Activist Archive at the African Studies Center, Michigan State University 

(www.africanactivist.msu.edu). 

6 The Simons Papers, for example, now located at the University of Cape Town, were organized by Annica van 

Gylswyk at NAIs library. At the moment NAI is building up a database entry to the archives of the Nordic anti‐

apartheid NGOs.  

7 Sellström, Tor, Sweden and National Liberation in Southern Africa: Volume 1: Formation of a Popular Opinion 

(1950‐1970), Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 1999.  

Sellström, Tor, Sweden and National Liberation in Southern Africa: Volume 2: Solidarity and Assistance 1970‐

1994, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 2002.  

Sellström, Tor (ed.), Liberation in Southern Africa ‐ Regional and Swedish Voices: Interviews from Angola, 

Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Zimbabwe, the Frontline and Sweden, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 

1999.  

Soiri and Pekka Peltola, Finland and National Liberation in Southern Africa, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 

1999.  

Eriksen, Tore Linné (ed.), Norway and National Liberation in Southern Africa, Nordic Africa Institute, 2000.  

Morgenstierne, Christopher Munthe, National Liberation in Southern Africa: The Role of the Nordic Countries. 

Denmark, A Flexible Response ‐ Humanitarian and Political, Nordic Africa Institute, 2003.  
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In late August 2002, as part of my research project, NAI convened an extended research workshop at 

the Centre of African Studies, University of Copenhagen. The heading of the conference was: 

Collective Memory and Present day Politics in South Africa and the Nordic Countries.  

As it turned out, several contributions on the history of anti‐apartheid solidarity were presented and 

one section of this paper will attempt to accentuate certain developments in the historiography of 

solidarity, through a critical survey of some of these contributions. The picture drawn will necessarily 

be selective and fragmentary.  

 

In retrospect, everybody will agree that apartheid was a bad thing, and the international solidarity 

with South Africa could therefore today appear uncontroversial and as a matter of course. 

Periodically, it was actually a rather unproblematic and rewarding task to raise the public opinion. 

Feelings were easy to catch just after the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, after the Soweto uprising in 

1976 and the murder of Steve Biko in ‘77. The suppression of the township rebellions in the mid‐80s 

was also met by broad condemnations all over the world. But to maintain a sustainable movement 

for support over long periods of time from the 1950s to ‘90s, often under strain from established 

circles, demanded great persistence. 

Solidarity did not stop with de Klerk’s formal abolishment of apartheid in 1990 either. The complex 

transitional period led to disagreements between some of the international solidarity movements 

and the African National Congress and the wider democratic movement within South Africa. Yet 

solidarity during this period was very important and nobody has really investigated how it was 

possible to sustain popular support during the shifts of policy and the pressures faced by the 

negotiators during this time.  

Critical research in this field has barely started. There is a history to be written and it will not be a 

simple one since there were divisions within the AAMs, Western governments and within the African 

National Congress itself. For instance, it is my impression that the Nordic organisations, especially the 

Danish, were somewhat more independent in their relations with the ANC than the British AAM for 

instance was.  

 

After the victory over an evil and powerful regime, veterans engaged in the struggle through many 

years of hardship might feel a justified need for enjoying the sweetness of triumph, and it has to be 

said that some of the internal accounts of freedom struggle and solidarity history have been rather 

uncritical. Others on the other hand have had an artificial “objective” approach or have tried a purely 

empirical methodology. The writing of this history in itself could be seen as a still needed continued 

solidarity. The development of a historiography of solidarity has just begun. 
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Globalisation and social movements 

One of the reasons that research in South African matters is so appealing can be found in the fact 

that the problems of that country in many ways resemble global problems. This was the case with its 

special form of internal colonialism, and South Africa could also be illuminating in recent cases of 

protection of privileges on a global scale.  

An issue which will predictably be part of the debate on international social movements in the future 

is the problems surrounding what has been called “global apartheid”.8 To which extent, in which way, 

and in what speed should rich (mostly white populated) countries share their opportunities and 

wealth with poor (mostly black, brown, or yellow) third world peoples? The solidarity with South 

Africa gave rise to that kind of questions.  

 

Globalization is hardly new however: people in most corners of the world have been linked for 

centuries by multifaceted social, political, and cultural exchanges. Some of the interconnected 

patterns currently attributed to new global forces have been working on a minor scale for centuries.9 

The same exalted sense of limitlessness in which business people now speak of the new global 

economy, also coloured nineteenth‐century debates of global financial flows, while discussions on 

possibilities in new computer technologies often parallel the enthusiasm that welcomed the steam 

engine. Modernity has long been global, cultures have long interacted, and local consumption has 

been affected by imported products and possibilities since before silks and spices travelled over land 

from Asia to Europe and long before the European colonial expansion.  

Even so, the new perception of globalisation mirrors real changes in the way we experience the 

world. Rapid flows of news, technological knowledge, and commodities give new immediacy to 

events far across the globe and make national economies increasingly vulnerable to international 

pressures.  

The global organisation of production is however uneven and incomplete, and some areas are far 

more linked to financial power centres than others. Capital has a new sense of its own mobility, while 

governments seem still more concerned about whether state policies will attract or deter pernickety 

international investors, and while advanced industrial areas remain central to global production, 

most of Africa for instance remains marginal.10  

                                                            

 

8 Bond, Patrick, “South Africa and Global apartheid. Continental and International Policies and Politics”, 

Discussion paper, 25, NAI, 2003, http://130.238.24.99/webbshop/epubl/dp/dp25.pdf.  

9 Arrighi, Giovanni, The Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power, and the Origins of Our Times, London, Verso, 

1994; Wallerstein, Immanuel, Utopistics or Historical Choices of the Twenty‐First Century, New York: New Press, 

1998. 

10 Harvey, David, The Condition of Postmodernity, an Inquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change, Cambridge, 

Blackwell, 1990.   
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It is not only an elite process however. Diasporic ethnic communities or communities of activists who 

work on issues of international human rights.11 Also for local actors, the transnational public sphere 

takes on new importance as a source of new resources, ideas, and support.12 

 

In contrast to members of most other new or old social movements, such as trade unions, citizen’s 

rights movements, women's liberation movements, peace movements, or environmental 

movements, participants in western solidarity movements can only seldom portray themselves as 

directly affected victims of conflict or repression. On the contrary, the notion that some fellow 

countrymen, or in fact everybody, in the western native country profits by the exploitation of the 

third world is often more or less directly integrated in the foundation of solidarity movements.13  

In earlier times, some might have had an underlying expectation that a broad series of combined 

victories for the liberation‐ and solidarity moments could have lead to fundamental changes in both 

the South and the North, but that kind of determinism has long been dwindling.  

It is of course possible to argue that an oblique and unequal world is also an unstable world which 

produces fugitives and terrorism for instance. It can also be argued for that more wealth would 

transform countries now poor into better trading partners.  

Viewed realistically however, it must be considered as a growing problem that success for the global 

solidarity movement, at least in a medium‐term time frame, will inflict higher living costs on people 

expected to be involved in the protest.  

Mobilisation of a broad host of followers therefore cannot be produced out of self‐interest, but has 

to be created on the basis of a genuine moral appeal. Solidarity cannot be experienced as a necessity 

by the single participant, but must be learned and realised.  

Unfortunately, a growing part of western populations are already feeling embarrassed by the 

potential costs of solidarity and are favourable to all kinds of demarcations against foreigners and 

importunate cultures. 

 

Despite treads back to before the fourteenth century, the modern globalisation process is actually 

still in a rather early phase, and even the researcher is often stuck in a tradition of nationalism or 

                                                            

 

11 Keck, Margaret E. & Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders. Advocacy Networks in International Politics, 

Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1998.  

12 Seidman, Gay W., “Adjusting the Lens: What do Globalizations, Transnationalism and the Anti‐Apartheid 

Movement Mean for Social Movement Theory?”, in John A. Guidry, Michael D. Kennedy, and Mayer N. Zald 

(eds.), Globalizations and social movements: culture, power, and the transnational public sphere, Ann Arbor, 

University of Michigan, 2000.  

13 Michael Bommes und Albert Scheer, “Mobilisieren durch Moralisieren. Über den Anti‐Rassismus der Dritte‐

Welt‐Bewegung”, Blätter Des Iz3w, 201, 1994.   
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localism. The modern nation‐state, nationalism and the discipline of history have had an intense, 

complex relationship.14 During the nineteenth century, the great wave of European nationalism was 

accompanied by the rise of history as a professionalised key discipline in universities and schools. 

New nation‐states in nineteenth century Europe actively promoted historical research and a 

“powerful alliance was forged between historical scholarship and officially approved nationalism” as 

Tosh puts it.15  

Many of the same mechanisms, although less clear‐cut, could be observed in the new decolonised 

nations in second half of the twentieth century. In the case of the rehabilitated South African state, 

discursive projects in nation building since 1994 have also been exercises in explaining different 

combinations of national history, class and race.16 

 

Under the persistent state system, most social movement activists seeking to change existing reality 

still tend to frame their demands in national terms as a way to appeal to policymakers. In such 

expressions of interest, local nationalisms are often superior to universalistic claims. However, in 

many cases, the persistence of national identities within global social movements may not reflect 

national limits to activists’ visions, but simply a realistic understanding that the institutional 

frameworks through which political aspirations must be channelled are still primarily national ones. 

In a world where global goals can best be met through national states, activists may think globally, 

but act locally, working in both spheres, using both identities simultaneously and strategically. Abdul 

Minty has expressed his role as an exile and leading member of the British AAM like this: 

“Acting in partnership with the British people we were able to build this powerful movement … there 

were also those activists in Britain who resented the leadership role of South Africans in what they 

considered to be an essentially British movement.”17 

 

In her inspiring analysis, Gay Seidman flirts with the thought that globalisation could be halted by 

social movements:  

“..it is worth remembering that this .. is neither inevitable nor irreversible. The history of the 

international labor movement is replete with examples of the resurgence of nationalism: despite a 

                                                            

 

14 Smith, Anthony, The Nation in History: Historiographical Debates about Ethnicity and Nationalism, 

University Press of New England, Hanover, Mass., 2000, pp. 28‐51, 76‐77.  

15 Tosh, John, The Pursuit of History, 2nd edition, Longman, London, 1991, pp. 3‐4.  

16 Bundy, Colin, “New Nation, New History? Constructing the past in post‐apartheid South Africa”, In 

Conference Book Publication: Hans Erik Stolten (ed.), History‐Making and Present Day Politics. The Meaning of 

Collective Memory in South Africa, forthcoming, 2005.  

17 Abdul Minty in Gurney, Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year Perspective, Conference 

Report: South Africa House, London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives Committee, 2000. 
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rhetoric of internationalism, national unions tend to frame identities and issues in ways that assume 

that workers in different countries stand in direct competition with each other, reinforcing a nation‐

alist worker identity rather than an internationalist one. For over a century, the international labor 

movement has struggled with the problem of how to balance national labor movements’ local 

concerns with those of a broader international worker movement.”18 

This problematic is still topical. Some Nordic labour movements involved in transitional aid to South 

Africa would like to see some of the resulting job creation happen in their own countries.19 And it is 

true that globalization often appears to be the result of a hegemonic project, a process largely driven 

by those who are powerful and wealthy, and that global social movements, on the other hand, often 

seem to embody local resistance to that project, but Seidman also realise that:  

“The shared networks, shared information, shared strategies‐above all, the shared sense of moral 

connectedness and the construction of an identity that extends beyond national borders suggest that 

somehow activists in these movements are increasingly likely to define their concerns in a way that is 

emphatically not limited to the single territorially defined community.”20 

 

Theory of liberation and social movements theory 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, there was a lively, academic debate on how to characterise the 

suppression in South Africa. The intensity of this scholarly discussion reflected the growing political 

struggle in the country during the last years of apartheid as well as the liberation movements’ need 

for a precise theory that could also activate in the freedom struggle. This had importance for both 

internal mobilisation and for international solidarity.  

One aspect of the debate on solidarity strategies, which is only considered directly by few, but 

nevertheless is underlying the assumptions of many analyses, is the theory of colonialism of a special 

type, which was developed by radical historians with relations to the ANC to describe the South 

African situation.21 The specific trait, which separates internal colonialism from “normal” colonialism, 

                                                            

 

18 Seidman, Gay W., “Adjusting the Lens: What do Globalizations, Transnationalism and the Anti‐Apartheid 

Movement Mean for Social Movement Theory?”, in John A. Guidry, Michael D. Kennedy, and Mayer N. Zald 

(eds.), Globalizations and social movements: culture, power, and the transnational public sphere, Ann Arbor, 

University of Michigan, 2000, p. 355. 

19 Just my own impression from participating in meetings in the Danish so‐called Resource Base for the 

transitional aid. 

20 Seidman, Gay W., Op. cit., p. 354.  

21 Wolpe, Harold, “The Theory of Internal Colonialism: The South African Case“, in Oxaal/Barnett/Booth (eds.), 

Beyond the Sociology of Development, London, 1975.  

Slovo, Joe, ”South Africa ‐ No Middle Road“. From Davidson/Wilkinson, South Africa: The New Politics of 

Revolution, London, 1976. Also Slovo, Joe, Sør‐Afrika ‐ Ingen tredie vej, Pax, Oslo, 1978.  
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is simply that the colonial power (in the case of South Africa identified as the dominating, racially 

defined social group) is located within the same geographic territory as the colonised people. The 

adherents of the model often emphasise that the underdevelopment of the exploited ethnic or racial 

groups within the state boundaries is reproduced trough mechanisms of cultural domination, 

political suppression and economic exploitation almost similar to the global mechanisms, which have 

apparently created welfare and prosperity in the highly developed western industrialised countries 

through the underdevelopment of their colonial satellites. The radical historians tried to prove that 

during the 20th century, this kind of internal extra‐exploitation was possible though the misuse of 

the pre‐capitalist forms of agricultural production in the reserves, bantustans and homelands.  

This radical analysis also had implications for the international solidarity movement. It was precisely 

the colonial character of the apartheid regime, which made its lacking legitimacy unique and made it 

fundamentally inconsistent with international law. The pragmatic western liberal understanding of 

South Africa as an autonomous and legitimate state with unfortunate imperfections might have 

reduced the freedom struggle to an effort for human rights inside the limits of the existing social 

order and thus turned the regime into the main agent of lasting but insufficient reforms. Acceptance 

of this position of “constructive engagement” could have reduced the status of the freedom struggle 

to less than a fully evolved, national liberation struggle with all its potentials for popular 

mobilisation.22 

The nearly complete international isolation of the apartheid government, which was eventually 

established, was strengthened by the awareness of the colonial character of the regime. The decision 

of the ANC to take op arms depended on the lacking legitimacy of colonialism, and the subordination 

of the armed struggle to the strategy of mass mobilisation, was also possible due to the widespread 

support of national liberation. The radical academics helped to enhance this vision at a critical point 

in history.23 

 

However, just as important to the analysis of solidarity history are developments in social 

movements theory.  

Social movements’ activists have long been aware of the way global dynamics and audiences might 

support or constrain their causes. More aware than many academics. While activists have often 

acknowledged the importance of global dynamics in the way they understood and framed issues, 

academics have generally been more cautious especially in terms of their views of popular collective 

action. Academic research in social movements has most often explored construction of collective 

identities and mobilisation processes, often beginning on the individual level explaining participation 

                                                            

 

22 Malapo, Ben, “Marxism, South Africa and the Colonial Question 1‐2“, African Communist, No. 113 / 114, 

London, 1988. 

23 Hind, Robert J., “The Internal Colonial Concept“, Comparative studies in Society and History, 26/3, 1984. 

Wolpe, Harold, Race, Class and the Apartheid State, Paris: Unesco, 1988. 
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or abstention, or using a case study approach to examine how local constituencies mobilise around 

specific issues. Even though discourses of shared global moralities and the assertion of universal 

norms have marked social movements from at least the eighteenth century, social movement 

theories have tended to view the world through local collective identities, campaigns, organisations, 

and strategies.24 

Activists themselves have long appealed for global visions of common humanity and for common 

universalistic values to build international constituencies for local movements: the antislavery 

campaign as much as modern human rights movements relied on international embarrassment and 

pressure for its efficacy.25 International appeals and cross‐border activism are not new. For centuries, 

activists have sought help abroad and internationalist activists have worked across borders: French 

activists aided the American Revolution, African‐American missionaries reported on King Leopold's 

regime in the Congo etc.26 

 

This accentuates some of the methodological challenges posed by transnational movements. Neither 

a locally oriented case study approach, nor a focus on targets would reveal the extent to which 

participants assumed a transnational identity or viewed their actions as oriented toward 

transnational goals.  

The international character of some social movements also makes it necessary to consider the 

hierarchical character of global society. For instance, it raises the question to both activists and 

academics whether the request for international funds limits local activists to issues that fit with the 

aims of the donors.  

 

History of solidarity 

The whole area of liberation theories and strategies is still quite underinvestigated by historians. It 

seems that while, especially after 1990, more historical studies of concrete solidarity cases have 

emerged,27 only few theoretical or principal works have been written on the theme of North‐South 

                                                            

 

24 Seidman, Gay W., “Adjusting the Lens: What do Globalizations, Transnationalism and the Anti‐Apartheid 

Movement Mean for Social Movement Theory?” in John A. Guidry, Michael D. Kennedy, and Mayer N. Zald 

(eds.), Globalizations and social movements: culture, power, and the transnational public sphere, Ann Arbor, 

University of Michigan, 2000.  

25 Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, “Historical Precursors to Modern Transnational Social Movements and 

Networks”. Chapter 2 in John A. Guidry, Michael D. Kennedy, and Mayer N. Zald (eds.), Globalizations and 

social movements: culture, power, and the transnational public sphere, University of Michigan, 2000. 

26 Hochschild, Adam, King Leopold’s Ghost, Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1998. 

27 Hans Erik Stolten, “Om Solidaritetshistorie” in Larney, Nielsen, Mac Manus, Gunnarsen (red.), Aktivister mod 

apartheid, København, SAK, 2004; David Lawrence, The anti‐apartheid movement in Britain, Thesis (M.Phil.), 

University of Oxford, 2000; Gurney, Christabel (ed.): Anti‐Apartheid Movement: 40‐Year Perspective, AAM 
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political solidarity as such. Lager analyses with departure in the history and interests of trade unions, 

political parties and social movements are still in short supply.  

Lately several works dealing theoretically with globalisation28 or aid policy29 or South‐South 

relations30 or even critically with NGO participation in nationbuilding,31 have been published, while 

most works on political solidarity movements have been limited to concrete case studies. Maybe 

because the reasons for solidarity usually seems rather obvious. Or maybe because the empirical 

history of a larger range of movements of international solidarity has to be established first. 

 

The point of departure for a deeper theoretical study in the history of solidarity might have to reach 

back to the Age of Enlightenment and the French Revolution or longer, to find the first original 

sources of inspiration.  

Some of the earliest solid acts of solidarity with suppressed indigenous populations and imported 

slaves should nevertheless be found in missionary circles,32 even if studies of this area have given a 

very mixed picture, since the mission also functioned as infiltrator and ideological child rearer in the 

interest of western colonialism.33  

Great Britain’s nineteenth century ban on slave trade should probably be seen also in the light that 

England as the most industrialised country could have competitive advantages in imposing a new 

world order based on (more or less) free labour on countries not yet ready for this. Nevertheless, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                          

 

Archives Committee, London, 2000; Henning Melber und Reinhart Kössler, “The West German Solidarity 

Movement with the Liberation Struggles in Southern Africa. A (Self‐) Critical Retrospective” in Ulf Engel/Robert 

Kappel (eds.), Germany's Africa Policy Revisited, pp. 103‐126, Munster/Hamburg, LIT, 2002; Stefan de Boer, 

From Sharpeville to Soweto: Dutch Government Policy towards Apartheid, 1960–1977, Netherlands Archives 

Committee, 1999. 

28 e.g. Patrick Bond, Against Global Apartheid: South Africa Meets the World Bank, IMF, and International 

Finance, Juta Academic, 2002. 

29 e.g. Elling N. Tjønneland and Pundy Pillay, A joint review of Norwegian ‐ South African development 

cooperation 1995‐2001, CMI Report R 2003:1, 2003, http://www.cmi.no/public/2003/R2003‐01.htm. 

30 e.g. Thomas, Darryl C., The theory and practice of Third World solidarity, Westport, Conn., Praeger, 2001. 

31 e.g. Cooley, Alexander & James Ron: “The NGO Scramble: Organizational Insecurity and the Political Economy 

of Transnational Action”, International Security, vol. 27, no. 1, Summer 2002, pp. 5‐39. 

32 Moodie / Philip, Correspondence between Donald Moodie and Rev. John Philip. 1841, South African Library: 

MF. 720.; Ross, A., John Philip (1775‐1851): missionaries, race and politics in South Africa, Aberdeen University 

Press, 1986. 

33 Majeke, Nosipho, The Role of the Missionaries in Conquest, Johannesburg: Society of Young Africa, 1952; 

Villa‐Vicencio, Charles: Trapped in apartheid: a socio‐theological history of english‐speaking churches, 

Maryknoll, N.Y., Orbis Books, 1988. 
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comprehensive anti‐slavery campaign in both England and elsewhere must be regarded as a genuine 

early solidarity movement. (Parallels could be drawn to for example child labour campaigns of today, 

which have the same kind of mixed effects).  

A more resent source of solidarity was the working class internationalism emerging after the 1848 

revolutions, missed by the Paris communards in 1871 and by the social democrats before the First 

World War, and activated again by Comintern after 1921, and later in another fashion by the Socialist 

International.34 Internationalism might have been especially visible in colonial and postcolonial 

settings because activists in Asia, Latin America, or Africa are especially aware of the way global 

forces affect possibilities. 

 

Some of the early white anti‐racists in South Africa, members of the International Socialist League, 

defined their domestic struggle as internationalism. In their weekly paper, The International, they 

wrote in October 1915 that an internationalism that did not include full rights for the native working 

class would be shameful and that the white workers had to be liberated together with the natives.  

The importance of the Communist International, and after the Second World War of the Eastern 

Bloc,35 for the anti‐colonial struggle, should not be underestimated.36 (To which extent the outcomes 

were god or bad actually deserves more research). To forget it can be convenient, but until second 

half of the twentieth century, leading western countries occupied most of the world and racism was 

the normal standard.  

In the days before the developed welfare state, when living conditions for workers in the west were 

less different from their classmates elsewhere, and for the most part only the upper classes enjoyed 

exotic products, shared class‐consciousness might actually have been more natural than nowadays, 

when also the average western consumer benefits from the cheap imported raw materials and from 

other forms of value transfers from the South.  

In 1927, one of CPSA’s coloured leaders, James La Guma, took part in a conference in Brussels 

organised by League Against Imperialism, where Marcus Garvey’s slogan “Africa for the Africans” was 

suggested. From there he travelled to Moscow, where he became the promoter of Comintern's 

strategy for South Africa, which came to demand an independent native South African republic. This 

strategy, which saw blacks as the main force for change in the country, divided the domestic 

communist party, but paved the way for cross‐racial progressive cooperation.  

                                                            

 

34 Reinhart Kössler and Henning Melber, Globale Solidarität? Eine Streitschrift, Brandes & Aspel, Frankfurt am 

Main, 2002.  

35 Especially important were probably the International Department of the Soviet Communist Party Central 

Committee, The Department for African Countries in the Soviet Foreign Ministry and the Afro‐Asian Solidarity 

Committee.  

36 See for example South African Communist Speaks 1915‐1980, Inkululeko Publications, London, 1981. 
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Many social democratic parties were founded, not as national parties, but as sections of the First 

International, as most communist parties were established as sections of the Third International. 

Since the socialist and social democratic parties often took government responsibility in western 

countries, their solidarity (especially in NATO member states) mostly had to be less unambiguous 

than that of the left wing. Nevertheless both trade union control and government power went hand 

in hand with economic possibilities and the Nordic social democratic parties and trade unions 

implemented a more low‐voiced (and often indirect), but very extensive aid to a wide range of 

freedom organisations in Southern Africa.  

 

Even so, a striking feature of the time after the fall of the Berlin Wall has been the decline in popular 

political solidarity with the third world. The 1990s were marked by a higher degree of eurocentrism 

and inward‐looking individualization.37 Focus was on the immediate near area and on areas of 

strategic interests, while brutal conflicts in Africa got less attention, after this continent had lost its 

importance for the balancing of the cold war confrontation. Many conflicts seemed more chaotic and 

difficult to label than before. Intra‐African conflicts across colonial borders, triggered by the 

withdrawal of Western and Eastern Bloc stakes, made it less obvious, who to protest against.  

Large parts of the left wing in Western Europe had an idealistic expectation that socialism would gain 

popular strength and unselfish solidarity would bloom when liberated from the burden of 

communism. Many got disappointed though. The breakdown of the “real existing socialism” and of 

many communist parties and communist influenced organisations also had seamy sides, such as loss 

of alternative power bases, organisational discipline, and political education. For many countries and 

peoples in Eastern Europe, this development resulted in political democratisation and greater 

freedom of choice, but for social movements in general, the outcome was weakening, even if the 

objective needs were growing, partly due to the imposing of neo‐liberal policies. The Danish social 

democratic historian, Søren Mørch, expressed it this way: “The price of insurance against social 

upheavals has gone down”.38  

The triumph of neo‐liberal globalisation meant that transnational companies spearheaded a new 

confidence in trade instead of in aid, which promoted foreign investment and control instead of 

political support of national solutions (despite much talk of partnership and local ownership).  

This development also had some brighter elements though. Since NGOs were no longer considered a 

treat to the system, more ordinary development aid were canalised this way, which resulted in paid 

activist positions and more professionalism. On the other hand, this tended to make the 

organisations more dependent of the national Foreign Ministries than of grassroots mobilisation. 

                                                            

 

37 Christensen, Steen, Mod undertrykkelse ‐ for frihed: Socialdemokratiet og befrielsesbevægelseme i Afrika, 

Latinamerika og Asien efter 1945, Fremad/AB, 2001, p. 15.  

38 Mørch, Søren, Den sidste Danmarkshistorie. 57 fortællinger af fædrelandets historie, Kbh., Gyldendal, 1996, 

pp. 434‐435. 
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Nowadays Nordic trade unions do not use their own funds for political solidarity. Instead, they earn 

state funding by running development projects. 

 

The anti‐apartheid movement 

The anti‐apartheid movement of the 1970s and 1980s was a truly transnational social movement, 

and its history illustrates well that global movements might force theorists to rethink basic 

assumptions about identity, resources, and targets of collective action.  

 

Many critical questions are waiting to be asked. How was it possible for the international anti‐

apartheid movement to develop effective campaigning organisations throughout 35 years and 

especially during the very difficult period of the late 1960s and early 1970s, when the liberation 

movement was effectively destroyed inside South Africa? Was it a special philosophy or ideology, or 

were it the policies or practices of the movement? Was it the particular mix of local anti‐imperialist 

activists supplied with South African exiles determined to liberate their country? Was it the loyalty 

among the activists? Was it its internationality working in continuation of a long anti‐colonial 

tradition?  

What was it that enabled the anti‐apartheid movement’s comparatively small organisations, which 

for most of their existence were rather unpopular in the governments’ corridors of power, to be 

capable of exerting considerable international influence?  

 

As Seidman documents, activists developed a global anti‐racist identity that transcended, even 

challenged, state borders. Participation in the movement changed the way many activists viewed 

politics at home and added a global dimension to discussions over any kind of discrimination.39 

The anti‐apartheid movement in England for instance, staffed to a large degree by South African 

expatriates and exiles, but with strong ties to Britain's Labour Party, took on a more visible militancy 

in 1980s. British participants, like their American counterparts, were certainly responding to events 

inside South Africa, but the movement’s appeal was also strengthened by a deepening concern about 

racism at home. In the case of New Zealand, participation in the anti‐apartheid movement also was 

connected to domestic aboriginal politics.  

In America, many white participants joined the anti‐apartheid movement to protest against the 

South African race system, but as they started to identify with an antiracist transnational movement, 

they also began to look more critically at the domestic racial situation. Many black civil rights activists 

                                                            

 

39 Seidman, Gay W., “Adjusting the Lens: What do Globalizations, Transnationalism and the Anti‐Apartheid 

Movement Mean for Social Movement Theory?”, in John A. Guidry, Michael D. Kennedy, and Mayer N. Zald 

(eds.), Globalizations and social movements: culture, power, and the transnational public sphere, Ann Arbor, 

University of Michigan, 2000.  
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in USA claimed that participation in anti‐apartheid activism, particularly influences from ANC’s “non‐‐

racialism” prompted a rethinking of separatist attitudes toward white participation in antiracist 

movements. A new collective identity was constructed, giving participants a sense of belonging to 

something far broader than the local or national groups in which they participated.  

In Italy and France, although they always belonged to locally based organizations, participants’ 

concern was with the transnational expression of opposition to South Africa's apartheid policies even 

when they focused on local state or even local university policies.  

 

Even if it was less obvious than in most other cases due to informal structures and “activist 

democracy”, there were also elite members and followers in most AAMs. The inner network of 

activists for whom the anti‐apartheid movement gave an important part of their identity was often 

easy to point out. With national and international ties to other parts of the movement and with a 

higher knowledge on the history of anti‐apartheid struggle, they often had amazing influence on the 

movements’ discourses.  

Activists included the South African diaspora concerned about events in their home country, trade 

union leaders, socialist party officials, left‐wing intellectuals and students, civil rights activists, church 

people, liberal do‐gooders, and many others. 

 

Pillars of solidarity 

Kader Asmal, who was a founder member of both the British and later of the Irish AAM, and served 

as minister of education in the new South Africa has explained some of the reasons for the strength 

of the anti‐apartheid movement: 

“There is a wonderful story to be written of Dutch men and women, of Danes and Swedes and Irish 

and English men and women, and Americans who went to South Africa, and came back as unsung 

heroes and heroines. One day that story has to be written, because they were in the best traditions of 

international solidarity.”40 

 

One source of strength was the relationship between the national AAMs and the freedom movement 

within South Africa. The earliest of them, the British Boycott Movement, was set up in 1959 in 

response to the African National Congress's call for international support for its campaign for a 

boycott of products produced by firms which supported the National Party. After Sharpeville in 

March 1960, the symbolic boycott became a demand for the total isolation of South Africa and for 

the imposition of comprehensive sanctions by the United Nations. When the African National 

                                                            

 

40 Asmal, Kader, “Making hope and history rhyme” in Gurney, Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 

40‐year Perspective, Conference Report: South Africa House, London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives 

Committee, 2000.  
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Congress and other movements in Southern Africa embarked on armed struggle, most of the AAMs 

sought to explain and support this strategy. However, although they had a special relationship with 

the ANC, the AAMs were neither conceived as nor acted as exclusively ANC support groups. The 

AAMs were regarded as national NGOs, but in a way the AAMs was actually part of the liberation of 

Southern Africa, even if for instance the Danish South Africa Committees at several occasions 

stressed their independence to the local ANC‐office.  

One pillar of strength was actually the determination of most AAMs to ensure that they had a broad 

domestic appeal. The AAMs’ essential quality was to be mass movements inside their own country. 

From the beginning, their aim was to educate people about the evils of apartheid. In England the 

International Defence and Aid Fund was sat up for this purpose. It played a unique international role 

in the struggle and it was one of the most important areas for Nordic government funding during 

apartheid, despite that it also worked for revealing the hypocritical duplicity of Western 

governments. Guided by considerations for the domestic business community and strategic interests, 

they continued to give practical support to apartheid in the form of trade.  

Sanctions therefore were another essential element in the international movement's strategy. 

Economists and economic historians will continue to argue over the extent to which sanctions 

distorted the South African economy and over how heavily economic difficulties weighed in de 

Klerk's decision to come to the negotiating table, but former apartheid cabinet members have openly 

admitted that disinvestment effectively immobilised apartheid.  

One further pillar was the international anti‐apartheid movement’s innovative work with 

international institutions like the UN and the Commonwealth that made them respond to pressures 

from non‐governmental bodies, democratising them and making them more accountable. 

 

The life of a Nordic AAM 

What then were the characteristics of the popular political solidarity organisations? Patrick Mac 

Manus, the former chairperson of the Danish Anti‐Apartheid Movement, has stated that LSA/SAK 

found itself in a “distributing frame” between the irritability and aversion of the established political 

system and the strains stemming from the organisation’s own wild‐growing, partly uncontrollable 

mobilisation of engaged youth.41 The activities of the movement alternated between levels of the 

desk and of the street, between blockades and conferences, between paroles of the street theatre 

and substantiated approaches to the government. The aim was to bring the liberation struggle into 

ordinary peoples' everyday life by creating a broad participation which exceeded the narrow forms of 

the traditional political system. Mac Manus estimates that the movement succeeded in the sense 

                                                            

 

41 Mac Manus, Patrick, ”Mellem kreativitet og kriminalisering. Landskomiteen Sydafrika‐Aktion 1986‐1990” in 

Kathrine Toftkær Larney, Patrick Mac Manus, Gorm Gunnarsen og Morten Nielsen (red.), Aktivister mod 

Apartheid ‐ Dansk Solidaritet med Sydafrika,Sydafrika Kontakt, København, 2004. An anthology with departure 

in papers from a seminar organised by Gorm Gunnarsen at the English institute at the University of 

Copenhagen, around the 25th anniversary of the Danish Anti‐Apartheid Movement (SAK/LSA).  
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that only very few Danes were not moved by the basic optimism of freedom struggle and 

international solidarity.  

The detection work and later the supervision of sanctions (a task the Danish government did not 

perform) required skills in statistics, business accounting and corporation structures.  

Even if there was broad understanding for actions, which aimed to discredit any kind of support to 

the illegitimate South African regime, it was the clear desire of the Committee to avoid forms of 

action, which, if generalised, could have isolated the movement. This often became a theme of 

discussion between leadership and activists. Also the question of political broadness, common touch 

and real influence versus demonstrative marking of thorough socialist perspectives and widening of 

the agenda to support of other kinds of liberation movements or to saving the world in general lead 

to internal conflicts. Lack of patience and expressionistic attitudes to politics among the activists 

some times put the leadership in the role of a social education worker. Through reading of historical 

texts in study groups and subcommittees, the movements closed in on its official aim of “democratic, 

non‐violent traditions and a high level of information”. As Mac Manus argued in a Danish newspaper: 

“It is the task of a solidarity movement to develop moral and material support inside the society and 

culture of which it is part. The democratic achievements of this society are the breeding ground for 

the activities of the movement, even if its aim is to create understanding for a struggle, which is 

fought under considerably different conditions. We do not live in Soweto; we do not die in El Salvador. 

Every denial of this difference will lead to escapism and sectarianism”.42 

The substance of most political protest is to a high degree of symbolic nature. The aim of the boycott 

campaign against Shell was not only to undermine the apartheid economy, but just as much to 

demoralise, isolate, and weaken the legitimacy of the regime, that actually suffered a political 

breakdown even before the macroeconomic costs had become unbearable.  

Also in its precise aims and means, solidarity organisations had to be particular. The objective was to 

undermine illegitimate power structures of state and capital. Not to destroy the basis of life for the 

people. In the case of SAK/LSA in Denmark, undisciplined protests in 1989 gave the right wing an 

excuse for demanding severe counter action. At one point 21 members were arrested in a police raid 

and the police tried to use severe laws of internal security (Criminal Act paragraph 114, nowadays 

called the terrorism act) which could give up to six years of prison. The level of debate draws 

attention to the present “War against terrorism,” as the ANC was then still labelled a terrorist 

organisation by the American government. 

 

Patrick Mac Manus has in his manuscript on the Danish AAM some provoking thoughts, which 

questions the relevance of future solidarity movements.43 The relation where a solidarity movement 

could be seen as an external dimension of a liberation movement’s national struggle might be 

                                                            

 

42 Patrick Mac Manus, ”Vor fælles menneskelighed”, Det fri Aktuelt, 10/5 1989. 

43 Mac Manus, Patrick, Op. cit.  
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outdated simply because that the possibilities of national liberation policies as such seems to have 

reached an end. The many adverse experiences in the area of postcolonial development policy, 

causes him to conclude that the potentials for autonomous nation state advance might have reached 

its limits.  

Global structures seems to be in the foreground as a condition for any kind of development, and 

without democratic reforms of these structures most national reform attempts seems to be without 

perspective. Therefore the solidarity movement of today is an international movement focused on 

the worldwide political and economic structures of neo‐liberal globalisation and on what is more and 

more frequently named “global apartheid”. In this clash between contrasting globalisation projects, 

the task of the oppositional movement is nevertheless essentially the same: To create empathy, to 

make people identify with others, to question the legitimacy of an established order under which 

people suffer. Or as some Germans have put it “Solidarität ist die Zärtlichkeit der Völker”.44  

 

The trade union support 

In a book, Roger Southall has scrutinized the history of the international trade union support.45 

Southall focuses on the conflicts and dynamics of the Western‐dominated International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU). Simultaneously, he also gives details of the rise of trade 

unionism in South Africa and the links between the international and the national scene.  

In one sense, as Southall states that international labour proved effective and beneficent. 

Nevertheless, his message contains contradictions, presenting the role of the ICFTU, the American 

federation AFL‐CIO, and the British federation TUC in a critical light, seeing them in a role that at best 

was dubious. It seems that it was only when it was realized that failure by these reformist 

organisations to come forward with assistance to African unions, and later on to COSATU, would 

leave the field to others that the ICFTU came strait. It was only after COSATU's strength gained 

momentum and depth that these international bodies started realising that they could not ignore it.  

Southall describes the TUC's historical links with the white trade unions, the disastrous involvement 

of ICFTU with the anti‐socialist trade union FOFATUSA, the battles of the ICFTU against the ANC‐allied 

SACTU‐unions, the preference to co‐operate with apartheid‐like trade unions such as TUCSA/SATUC, 

and later their preferences for the so‐called independent unions, and to some extent for UWUSA, in 

attempted manipulations of the South African labour scene.  

The Americans bended the principles of the ICFTU by using state money in their South African work 

and withdrew from the organisation in the controversy over this and did not come back until 1982. 

The so‐called Nordic Five (in this connection Denmark, Finland, Netherlands, Norway and Sweden) 

chose to fund COSATU directly, instead of through the ICFTU channels. While the ICFTU, AFL‐CIO and 

                                                            

 

44 ”Die Zukunft der Solidaritätsbewegung: Tema, Internationale Solidarität”, Blätter Des Iz3w, pp. 23‐46, 1994. 

45 Southall, Roger, Imperialism or Solidarity. International Labour and South African Trade Unions, Cape Town, 

UCT Press, 1995, Reviewed in African Studies Vol. 56, No. 1, 1997 by Liz Torres.  
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TUC get much attention in Southall’s analysis, little explanation has been given to the fact that the 

Nordic Five chose to break with the multilateralism of the ICFTU. Considering that for years the 

majority of COSATU's funding, as well as large proportions of the money coming through the 

internationals, came from the Nordic Five, it seems strange that nobody apparently have gone 

deeper into this. It is Southall’s view that in contrast to other international bodies, the Nordic Five did 

not act directly to push their own politics upon their South African comrades. The overall result was, 

he concludes, a relative, consistent even‐handedness, which sought to foster unity.  

 

Research is political 

As “independent” liberal journalistic approaches more and more dominate the media picture in 

South Africa and elsewhere and the alternative black press has almost disappeared,46 we are allowed 

to forget the significant role that radical and socialist forces played in the destruction of apartheid, 

and these forces are frequently accused for having pursued unrealistic strategies and for trying to 

employ “either/or‐solutions”.  

Under the power constellations just before 1990, the national compromise would nevertheless have 

been impossible without approval from the South African left, including the communists. These 

people were actually very well aware of the difference between national democratic revolution and 

socialist revolution. In their theory of revolution in two phases, they did not expect the latter, but 

orchestrating the strong mix of national, ethnical and social mobilisation was absolutely necessary to 

get rid of apartheid. A fact that economic liberals still only reluctantly recognise and did not attribute 

much to. Conservative historians have never given much credit to the use of history for creating the 

necessary idealism for liberation struggle and solidarity, but history is always used in such 

fundamental conflicts, and the writer to some degree have to choose side.  

In a process of reconciliation, it is perhaps understandable that some people wish to forget the past, 

to move beyond it, to let bygones be bygones. However, true reconciliation cannot be based upon 

ignorance. History may be dangerous and divisive but unawareness is potentially even more 

disruptive. Or as Shula Marks once said in a lecture:  

“..in a society as deeply divided as South Africa, it is doubtful whether even the most conservative 

historian could harbour the illusion that history is somehow a set of neutrally observed and politely 

                                                            

 

46 Switzer, Les and Mohamed adhikari (eds.), South Africa’s Resistance Press. Alternative Voices in the Last 

Generation Under Apartheid, Ohio University Center for International Studies, Africa Series No. 74, 2000; 

Human Rights Commission, Faultlines: Inquiry into Racism in the Media. A SAHRC Report, August 2000, 

http://www.sahrc.org.za/faultlines.PDF; Gurney, Victoria Brittainin, “Western media: mirroring whose reality?” 

in Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year Perspective, Conference Report: South Africa 

House, London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives Committee, 2000.  
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agreed upon facts. For all the contestants in contemporary South Africa there is a quite conscious 

struggle to control the past in order to legitimate the present and lay claim to the future.”47 

 

The intellectual argument between competing streams inside South African social science, first and 

foremost the great battle between the liberal and the radical schools of thoughts, has also marked 

the writing of solidarity history. This theoretical controversy had its principal point of departure in 

divergent views of the relationship between the economic development of South Africa and the race 

policies of its shifting governments, but also reflected conflicting opinions of contemporary political 

situations and expectations for the future. Since the early 1990’s converging tendencies have 

influenced the history profession and the ideological “boxing” nowadays seems somewhat 

constructed. Nevertheless new post‐modern trends only finds delayed and weakened response in 

South Africa, which could be caused by apartheid’s prolonged upholding of an obsolete social 

structure. The working class solidarity of the industrial society has not yet been relieved by the 

individual, intellectual qualifications of the information society. This could be one of the reasons that 

the discussion between liberal and Marxist influenced actors on strategies for concrete social 

mobilisation still feels relevant. And why research in the history of solidarity is still undergoing vivid 

development.  

 

Researchers will continue to discuss the influence and importance of the anti‐apartheid movement 

for the liberation struggles in Southern Africa. No doubt, there will still be some conservative 

researchers in respected Northern academic centres, who will not see the direct impact of the 

movement and will not understand the complex relationship that developed between the two sides 

of the struggle. There will also be those who would like to romanticise the movement in a way that 

its problems and difficulties are not fully considered.  

At the symposium held in 1999 to mark the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the British Anti‐

Apartheid Movement, Abdul Minty had critical remarks on some of the writing surrounding the 

movement:  

“I have even seen accounts of movements in other countries recently which, through careful selection 

of material, exclude vital information so as to make the final product one of self adulation.”48 

 

                                                            

 

47 Marks, Shula, “’Half‐ally, half‐untouchable at the same time': Britain and South Africa since 1959”, in 

Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year Perspective, Conference Report: South Africa House, 

London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives Committee, 2000.  

48 Minty, Abdul S, “The Anti‐Apartheid Movement – what kind of history?” in Gurney, Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐

Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year Perspective, Conference Report: South Africa House, London, 25‐26 June 1999, 

London, AAM Archives Committee, 2000.  
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The creation of popular consciousness, which has been a fundamental condition for a successful 

political struggle both in South Africa and in the solidarity movement, had more important sources of 

inspiration than the historians of course. The relationship between the masses and the organisations 

stood in the centre of this process.  

It is a fundamental truth that history is created by people, but the notion that this happens mainly 

through a realisation of individual acts of willpower seems rather idealistic to me. During South 

Africa’s freedom struggle, history was to a large degree created though collective initiatives from the 

freedom movement and from the solidarity movement. The formulation of that kind of viable 

strategies and the calculating of political room for action demands the structural analysis as an 

important tool. A deep empathy and knowledge of the needs of the masses should originate directly 

from the experiences with the suppressive system and from the political organising. But the 

structural analysis does not rise spontaneously and should therefore be a high priority for historians 

and other researchers who wish to contribute with a differentiated understanding of important 

questions relating to the possibilities of an efficient solidarity from the surrounding world.  

 

Contributions on Nordic solidarity history  

After my project’s Copenhagen Conference, I have been examining some of the material (mainly the 

Danish papers) that could contribute to a history of solidarity. The contributors include professional 

historians, trade union officials and solidarity movement leaders. None of the papers could be called 

uncritical. Some however seek to represent an impartial “objective” view, while others could be seen 

as pieces of special pleading. The latter are just as relevant as long as they are balanced with 

conflicting outlooks. Even if my critical comments have been discussed with the authors for the aim 

of establishing a continued debating environment around solidarity history, the following evaluations 

of the contributions are entirely my responsibility of course. 

 

Christopher Morgenstierne's paper African freedom struggle – in Denmark is partly a spin‐off from 

his prolonged work with the Danish part of NAI's big project on Nordic solidarity history.49 

Morgenstierne outlines Danish policies, building his project on several years of studies in the archives 

of the Danish Foreign Ministry and of Danish NGOs.50 He objectively focuses on the official foreign 

policy of the 1960s and ‘70s, while the important NGO‐campaigns of the 1980s are still 

underinvestigated in Danish solidarity history. The author makes a clear distinction between popular 

boycott and official sanctions. Morgenstierne's research results includes a chronological account of 

the Danish anti‐apartheid aid and he has outlined interesting connections between different kinds of 

support, while only few lines are drawn to the broader surrounding Danish political reality.  

                                                            

 

49 Morgenstierne, Christopher Munthe, National Liberation in Southern Africa: The Role of the Nordic Countries. 

Denmark, A Flexible Response ‐ Humanitarian and Political, NAI, 2003. 

50 Christopher Morgenstierne's: “African freedom struggle – in Denmark”, conference paper.  
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The Danish conflict researcher Bjørn Møller responded as discussant to a paper from the Swedish 

sociologist Håkan Thörn.51 Møller’s critique benefits from his great expertise in international relations 

and conflict resolution. It contains several general considerations on the work and positions of 

international NGOs during globalisation and their ambivalent relationship to governments.  

Håkan Thörn’s Solidarity across borders: anti‐apartheid as a global social movement is a very 

ambitious attempt to examine motive powers and organisational forms in the international solidarity 

movement through illustrating case studies, construction of definitions and general analysis.52 The 

aim of Thörn’s project is to investigate how a global issue, the struggle against apartheid in South 

Africa, was articulated in two national contexts ‐ Sweden and England ‐ during the period 1960‐1994. 

Thörn convincingly covers both angles from the important British Anti‐Apartheid Movement (AAM), 

the UN Special Committee against Apartheid, International Defence and Aid Fund (IDAF), 

comparisons between exile situations in London and Stockholm, and the internal conflicts of Swedish 

solidarity policy. This is done through new research and stories of the efforts of centrally placed 

solidarity personalities. Also, the contribution of the churches across borders is taken into account. 

Different forms of transnational action are theorised. Thörn claims that it is actually difficult to 

establish a clear “inside” and “outside” of the South African situation because of the strong mutual 

influence across borders.  

Thörn did in his counter critique share Møller’s critical assessment of "civil society romanticism" (i.e. 

that NGOs are progressive per definition) but he did not find it relevant for his own account, since he 

himself has elsewhere criticised automatic attempts of linking between NGOs and democracy.53 

Thörn also disavowed the suggestion from Møller that he could have been inspired by an ideology 

claiming that NGOs will more or less replace the nation state, while the latter is fading away.  

Møller stress the importance of the anti‐apartheid NGOs in the struggle for a new South Africa, but 

he attempts to see their strength relative to other factors such as the crumbling of the outer 

defences of South Africa, the mounting internal contradictions of the apartheid regime, and the end 

of the Cold War.  

 

Steen Christensen’s paper The Danish debate on support to the African liberation movements gets 

around in the periodically fierce debate on the solidarity issue in Denmark. Dealing polemically with 

both cabinet responsibility, party politics, left‐wing blind activism, right‐wing anti‐communism, trade 

                                                            

 

51 Møller, Bjørn, “’Civil Society Romanticism’: A Sceptical View. Reflections on Håkan Thörn's Solidarity Across 

Borders”, Conference contribution.  

52 Thörn, Håkan, “Solidarity Across Borders. Perspectives on Anti‐Apartheid as a global social movement”, 

conference paper.  

53 Thörn, H., Globaliseringens dimensioner: Nationalstat, världssamhälle, demokrati och sociala rörelser, 

Stockholm 2002.  
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pragmatism, and Danish trade union solidarity.54 Founded in his long experience as social democratic 

international leader, Christensen’s middle position defence places the subject of solidarity in a cold 

war context. It is useful to be reminded on what late stage in the struggle for democracy that liberal 

and conservative parties were against any kind of efficient support.  

Christensen’s paper has its main focus on two subjects: the political environment in Denmark 

concerning assistance to the African liberation movements, the discussions in Parliament and the 

outcome, financially and politically ‐ and the political debate in Denmark, particularly the ideological 

and political ramifications. The centre of attention is the Danish assistance, starting with general 

support given by various social democratic ministers during the 1960s. Special emphasis is given to 

the political climate on the left in Denmark in the late 1960s ‐ including the social democratic party, 

which was instrumental in changing the direction of Danish foreign policy. Critical interest is placed 

on the attempt of the Danish liberal minority government in 1975 to basically change direction of 

this, contentious policy in a Danish foreign policy environment, which had until then been 

characterised by a great measure of unanimity. Finally, the article looks at the domestic aspects of 

the political debate concerning the liberation movements ‐ as en extension of the bitter political 

debates on the left concerning Vietnam and to a lesser degree, Chile. This is seen as a pronged 

debate between the various factions on the new left, the communists, and the social democrats. The 

paper dissects the weak spots of the left wing in Denmark in a revealing way, even if the invisible role 

of the Communist Party might be underestimated. Trough different implementation of popular front 

strategy, DKP was initiator to and organiser of broad solidarity movements to a degree that many of 

them were labelled as communist cover organs.  

In this paper, support from Eastern Bloc countries to the freedom movements is mostly seen as a 

problem, not much as part of the liberation struggle. Heavy analytical weight is placed on 

parliamentary politics and the importance of grassroots organisations might be somewhat 

underestimated, which could also be the case with the debate over sanctions and the role of the 

Danish left in this political struggle against de facto private sector support of apartheid. The article 

also contains reliable self‐insights in the social democratic universe and acknowledgements on the 

problematic role of NATO.  

Christensen’s pragmatic realism don’t value left idealism for the mobilisation of liberation struggle as 

extremely important, which might help to explain the rather unobtrusive role of the Danish social 

democrats in the popular street based solidarity work. Some will probably question Christensen’s 

assessment of the apparently rather low level of socialist beliefs in the democratic movements in 

South Africa in contrast to their apparently more true nationalist feelings as being wisdom after the 

event.  

The article also raises the question of the concept of solidarity as such. Should it be seen as one‐sided 

charity, or did both social democratic governments, trade unions and the left have hidden agendas in 

their policy of support?  

                                                            

 

54 Christensen, Steen, “The Danish Debate on Support to the African Liberation Movements and the General 

Danish Political Debate in this respect”, conference paper.  
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The contribution by Morten Nielsen The anti‐apartheid struggle in Denmark originally occurred as a 

discussant reaction to Steen Christensen’s article at the conference. The author writes from his 

background as long‐time leader and organiser of South Africa Contact (Sydafrika Kontakt/SAK), the 

former Danish anti‐apartheid movement. The article by Nielsen could be seen as a rather rough 

debating piece of special pleading from the grassroots level.55 Nielsen has the courage (some would 

probably say rudeness) to ask some of the inconvenient questions which official interpretations and 

most media have allowed us to forget under the hail‐fellow‐well‐met attitudes after the new regime 

was installed in South Africa.  

Nielsen seems to think that others have stolen the palm of victory in the anti‐apartheid struggle, 

which ought to belong to the popular movements. This kind of mistrust is quite normal in post‐

conflict situations, and in this case at least partly justified. In conversations with certain people from 

the Danish Foreign Ministry, from the Danish social democratic labour movement, from Swedish 

Sida, or with engaged Russian Africanists for that matter, their role in the liberation of Southern 

Africa often seems rather exaggerated.  

No single agent can claim ownership over history though, and that goes for the solidarity movements 

too. And for the ANC for that matter. Without long term structural changes, which brought parts of 

business in opposition to apartheid, and without Gorbachev’s dismantling of the threat of offensive 

communism, the national compromise that constituted victory, would have been far from certain.  

Against his background as an activist and organiser, Nielsen provides a range of strategic 

explanations to why the solidarity movement managed to get broad popular support. He throws light 

on the consequences of the small‐minded tactical considerations of the Danish political parties, ad he 

invites the historians to make use of activist experiences and of the archives of the NGOs. 

 

Anti‐communism was an integrated part of the sanctions debate. Some of these Danish conference 

papers are influenced by the fact that the ideological discussion over guilt and shame in connection 

with the Cold War is still very open and far from over in Denmark. Some of those who took their first 

steps on the left wing as uncompromising hardliners, identifying unreservedly with e.g. the Soviet 

security‐defined suppression of Eastern Europe or with individual terrorism (without any 

comparison), have made U‐turns, apologised and distanced themselves, however many socialists 

who were mainly engaged in third world solidarity are generally proud of that side of their efforts 

and are not inclined to bow their necks to the neo‐liberal ideological unification of today.  

The Danish contributions are also marked by the fact that a major overall study of the history of the 

Danish solidarity movements still remains to be done.  

                                                            

 

55 Nielsen, Morten, “The Anti‐Apartheid Struggle in Denmark. A Response to Steen Christensen”, Conference 

paper.  
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Despite being critical to certain elements of these papers, I value them as being of high quality and I 

would like to see them published at some point together with similar Nordic contributions. 

 

Outcomes of freedom struggle and international solidarity 

Trough generations of exploitation, buttressed by massive political suppression, values and wealth in 

the South African society has been distributed extremely uneven, and in many respects, this situation 

remains unchanged. More than half of the black population probably lives under the poverty limit.56 

Either because they are unemployed, underemployed, have informal jobs, or live as subsistence 

farmers.  

South Africa belongs to the group of higher middle income countries and is among the richest in 

Africa, however the average income are still several times as high for whites than for blacks.57 

According to UN’s Human Development Index, white South Africa is in line with Spain, while black 

South Africa remains at the bottom, and when it comes to spread of property, polarization has not 

changed significantly either, even if a small black elite has been fostered, and the black middle class 

continues to grow.58 

With BNP growth rates only at a few percent, the economy still shows serious lacunas. 

Unemployment is increasing, the interest for investment is modest, and the currency has been 

weakened incessantly until recently. Nevertheless, everybody seems to assume that South Africa also 

in the future will be able to play an important and respected role in the international community and 

in Africa.59  

 

                                                            

 

56 Hendricks, Fred, Fault‐Lines in South African Democracy. Continuing Crisis of Inequality and Injustice, 

Discussion Paper, No 22, Nordic Africa Institute, 2003; May, Julian (ed.), Poverty and Inequality in South Africa: 

Meeting the Challenge, Cape Town, David philip / Zed Books, 2000; Sampie Terreblanche, A History of 

Inequality in South Africa 1652 ‐ 2002, University of Natal Press, 2003. 

57 Bhorat, Haroon / Murray Leibbrandt / Muzi Maziya / Servaas van der Berg / Ingrid Woolard, Fighting Poverty. 

Labour Markets and Inequalily in South Africa, Cape Town, UCT Press, 2001; Carolyn Jenkins and Lynne Thomas: 

The Changing Nature of Inequality in South Africa, UNU/WIDER, Finland. 

58 Ashwin Desai, We Are the Poors: Community Struggles in Post‐Apartheid South Africa, Monthly Review Press, 

2002. 

59 The assesment of the present situation depends from where you choose to see it of course. There are many 

examples of success stories too. Se for exsample the bestseller: Brett Bowes and Steuart Pennington (eds.), 

South Africa. The Good News. 27 chapters on the remarkable progress achieved since 1994, South Africa ‐ The 

Good News (Pty) Ltd., 2002 and the follow up More Good News. 
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The ANC has prioritised national reconciliation and economic stability as most necessary, and has 

been willing to almost any compromise to avoid national disruption. A relatively tight financial course 

with a limited deficit will most likely be upheld.60  

A severe impediment to foreign investments is the high level of violent crime and it is unlikely that 

presidential moral admonitions will have any effect here. During late apartheid, 40 percent of the 

labour force was excluded from society (not just discriminated in society) and left to its own fate in 

the often brutal communities of the townships. In reality, it was this development that made South 

Africa ungovernable for the old regime. The only way to reduce crime and secure a coherent society 

would be to create ordinary work for a larger part of the population. Nothing points in the direction 

that this could happen with the present policy. ANC’s previous critique of the business world for not 

being able to reform its own mindset for the common good has been toned down.61 “New thinking” 

enforced by the backlash for the socialist perspective has caused also the revolutionary cadres of the 

ANC leadership to administer an adapted social‐liberal policy containing a strange mix of idealistic 

and neo‐liberal elements, including accept of the uncontrolled spread of South African capital all over 

Africa.  

It has been a rather common viewpoint in western neo‐classical liberal economic thinking that 

growth and social redistribution do not harmonize well with each other. Growth has mostly been 

seen as measurable increase in capacity of BNP. In such a correlation, social development and 

poverty reduction are reduced to humanitarian agency of relief for the worst suffering. Contrary to 

this, the ANC government’s first restoration plan, RDP, saw development and redistribution in its 

totality as an integrated process and as a collective responsibility. This social perspective was to a 

large degree abandoned with the following structural adjustment inspired growth plan, GEAR. 

 

On this background, there is a profound need for some kind of continuation of the solidarity 

movement and for a continued engagement from the former activists in order to uphold the 

pressure for a fulfilment of the ideals of the liberation struggle. To relate to this is an important task 

for solidarity history.  

 

The transitional aid of the Nordic countries 

                                                            

 

60 Budget 2004: National Budget Review: Foreward and Table of Contents (February 2004), Government of 

South Africa, 2004 (Feb.), http://www.polity.org.za/pol/budget/ http://www.polity.org.za/pol/budget/; 

Estimates of National Expenditure / Budget Review / Budget Speak, RSA, National Treasury, 2001. 

61 In the first of ANC’s yearly internal reports after the change of power it is criticised that the owners of capital 

mostly were thinking in short term advantages, that they cheated with their revenues, customs and taxes and 

did not engage in a nationbuilding including the poor. Simultaneously a powerful macro‐economic authority to 

secure national interest and foreign investments was sought for. 
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After 1990 and especially after 1994 political solidarity changed to other more official and direct 

forms of aid, even if many of the former international anti‐apartheid organisations continued their 

activities as private aid organisations, consultants, friendship societies, contact organs, or service 

providers.  

From time to time, official interest from the surrounding world in the matters of the new South 

Africa has in fact been rather high. From the Nordic Countries’ side, it has at times been marked by a 

turbid compound of philanthropic aid and business interests.  

During the transformation process under which the former liberation movement expanded its grip 

over society, the Nordic governments respectively succeeded in establishing their traditions of 

support by following up the popular solidarity with a continued transitional aid and by pointing out 

their own national merits in a favourable light.  

Goodwill was extended, which have already shown to be worth its weight in gold. This development 

has hardly been to the disadvantage for South Africa, but it has probably been better for the donor 

countries.62 A kind of Janus Head of solidarity. 

 

Through five hundred years of colonialism, Europe has appropriated the riches of Southern Africa. 

Nevertheless, a rather discouraging picture of stagnating aid from the EU‐states to the region can be 

drawn, which only makes the question of more just trade relations so much more pressing. Trade 

and custom agreements between South Africa and EU have not given the country an especially 

favourable status, either regarding access to the European market or concerning the protection of its 

own import sensitive areas. 

Western top businessmen have expressed worries that South Africa are facing economic difficulties, 

because it is hard to imagine other competitive export goods than the present, which mainly are 

minerals, fruit, vegetables and vine. Seen from the leading western countries, South African 

production industry is not fully competitive regarding productivity and wage level.63 The lack of new 

input during the years of sanctions left South Africa behind. On the other hand, the need for 

modernisation and know‐how has opened possibilities for Nordic export.  

 

The Nordic Countries’ transitional aid for South Africa has not differed significantly from that from 

other western countries, even if proportions have been a little more passable.64 Their “Country 

                                                            

 

62 Sweden for instance, exported for 3,31 billon rand to South Africa and imported for 736 million rand from 

there in 2002 according to South African Yearbook 2002/03 p. 333.  

63 Economist Intelligence Unit, Country Profile: South Africa, London, 1999‐00; Barnes, Justin, Competing in the 

Global Economy: The Competitiveness of the South African Automotive Components Industry, Centre For Social 

and Development Studies, Durban, 1998; My own interview in the Danish Chamber of Commerce. 

64 Danida, Country strategy for South Africa: strategy for Danish‐South African development co‐operation, 

Danish Foreign Ministry, 2002; Förslag till strategi för utvecklingssamarbetet med Sydafrika, Sida, Stockholm, 
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Strategies” towards South Africa were build on thorough analyse work in their respective foreign 

ministries and questions of priority were harmonised after consultations with the South African 

government according to a “partnership” ideology. The areas officially ranging highest on the aid 

agenda were democratisation, human rights and violence control. Furthermore pilot projects for land 

reforms, education and support to small black business. 

 

It could be argued however, that support of civil society organisations and efforts for equalizing 

social gaps have been too vague and casual. Social disparity in South Africa still correspond rather 

precise to race lines and without support for concrete redistribution policies, every form of socio‐

economic differential treatment and following race discrimination could continue into an uncertain 

future.  

Moreover, poverty orientation of the aid should probably have been increased properly by a 

continuation and further development of the former anti‐apartheid funding policies for the 

organisations of marginalised groups and the former underground black press, so that these forces 

could have continued their social pressure and building of black consciousness. South Africa’s main 

problem is not that the country is very poor, but that the welfare is unequally distributed.  

 

On top of that of course, the recurrent debate over the corporate sector aid continues, especially 

over the business‐to‐business part, which implied a solid invitation to Nordic companies’ 

involvement with aid funds. Extensive resources were allocated to trades and industries, less to 

preparations for land reforms. Despite correct declarations of intent, too many funds flowed into the 

cash boxes of big Nordic companies and too few actually helped job creation in micro‐businesses in 

South Africa. Follow‐up and control of company use of subsidies was superficial and long term real 

investment has been infrequent.65 

A breach between intentions and realities can be traced in the transitional aid of the Nordic 

countries.66 Officially, it has all been about positive employment effects in South Africa, but “more 

                                                                                                                                                                                          

 

2003; Elling N. Tjønneland and Pundy Pillay, A joint review of Norwegian ‐ South African development 

cooperation 1995‐2001, CMI Report, 2003:1, 2003, http://www.cmi.no/public/2003/R2003‐01.htm;  Hearn, 

Julie, “Foreign Aid, Democratisation and Civil Society: A study of South Africa, Ghana and Uganda”, Discussion 

Paper, 386, IDS, Sussex, 1999. 

65 Danida, Country strategy for South Africa: strategy for Danish‐South African development co‐operation, 2002; 

Danida, Evaluation‐Business‐to‐Business Programme Denmark‐South Africa, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2000; 

Danida, Business to Business programme for South Africa: Basic requirements for content of training 

programmes, Copenhagen, 2000; Danida, Evaluation: Danish Transitional Assistance to the Republic of South 

Africa, Copenhagen, 1998; Danida, Programme Document: Danish‐South African Business‐to Business 

Programme, Copenhagen, 1995.  

66 Danida, Analysis of the Spin‐Off effects of Danish Development Support (in Danish), T&B Consult, 

Copenhagen, Oct. 1994.  
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important” considerations have been in play. For the Nordic manufacturing enterprises, the bargain 

has been over state subsidised profits; for the Nordic trade unions, not only international solidarity, 

but also workplaces at home and reformist influence on the industrial scene in South Africa were at 

stake. Even the Nordic NGOs can’t be considered unselfish. Their idealistic mobilisation of former 

times has increasingly become mixed with professional considerations to career positions and 

prestige.67  

 

The Nordic aid strategies might also have relied too much on confidence in the results of a purely 

institutional conversion marked by traditional western civilisation and modernising attitudes. 

Support for rehabilitating centres for victims of torture and for truth commissions is worth much 

veneration, but it does not cure the existing structural violence or counter violence, caused by the 

frustrating powerlessness of poverty. Most of us can agree in the ideals of universal human rights, 

but many western NGOs might have unrealistic expectations to the practical implementation of 

western style democracy in poorer areas and Western governments might even have an interest in 

confirming their superiority in this way.  

I might risk my neck and argue that democracy as we define it now in the West is not an original 

state of affairs given by nature (or by our moral superiority), but rather a luxury that the riches 

countries in the world have been able to allow themselves in the course of the last one hundred 

years, because they can now afford to satisfy the majority of the population (partly on the expense of 

third world peoples). In less developed countries, where the poor majority of natural reasons will be 

fundamentally unsatisfied, a stable democratisation process can be difficult to sustain, as tendencies 

towards growing defeatism, political demoralisation and cases of low attendance in local politics 

have shown also in South Africa. This is not in any way an argument against representative 

democracy in South Africa which was to some degree what the freedom struggle was about. It is just 

not enough. Much more focus on social human rights, on organising the unorganised and on practical 

support to local social movements are needed.  

 

The Nordic governments’ competitive use of solidarity history  

Since the mid‐1960s, the Nordic countries have, parallel to the expansion of development aid, build a 

solid tradition for research in third world issues. Enclaves of progressive Africa research have 

appeared at many different institutes with groups of engaged researchers within many different 

disciplines. NAI in Uppsala, Padrigu in Gothenburg, CMI in Bergen, NUPI and CDE in Oslo, IDS in 

Helsinki, and CAS and DIIS in Denmark could be mentioned as dedicated centres, but there are many 

others.  

                                                            

 

67 In my opinion, this can be read out of publications like this: Bentzen, Niels / Cole, Josette / Sogge, David, 

Funding for transformation in times of transition. A report of a midterm review of the INTERFUND/Ibis 

Transitional Development Assistance Programme in S.A. 1994‐98, Ibis, 1998.  
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Despite the broad engagement of these institutions in Africa generally, it must be said that the 

history of international solidarity with South Africa has not been a prominent subject either for 

university researchers, applied policy institutions (sector research), or foreign ministry employees 

before the breakdown of apartheid had become an obvious perspective for everybody.  

Gradually, quite a lot of scattered attempts to investigate motive powers and organisational forms of 

solidarity have appeared, and even recognising that the South Africa research in the Nordic Countries 

remains on a modest quantitative level, it is actually about time to advertise for a historiographical 

survey or at least for an annotated bibliography for this field of research. 

 

A special issue has been the question of co‐operation between Nordic institutions in the area of 

African Studies. The cooperation between Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala, Sweden and Danish 

institutions for instance has not always been unproblematic and it is an ungrateful task to map that 

kind of tensions. It seems to me that there are a number of factors which have from time to time 

contributed to a less than optimal atmosphere between the institutions of these two countries. The 

following is of course just my own preliminary thoughts.  

Danish students and researchers simply place less weight on having a Nordic orientation than their 

colleagues in the other Nordic countries. They have relatively good possibilities for fieldwork in 

Africa, and they have increasingly found EU and US connections relatively more relevant than Nordic. 

Signals from the present Danish government have some responsibility for escalating this 

development.  

The fact that NAI does not belong under the Nordic Council as most other shared research 

institutions, but resides more directly under a foreign ministry agreement might make it more 

suitable for policy‐making activities. It also secures a Swedish financial and political dominance. In 

the area of policymaking activities, NAI is hardly a genuine Nordic institution. Sadly enough, it would 

on the other hand not have such a high profile and generous funding, if it was purely a research 

institution.  

 

In situations when the level of aid for Southern Africa appears to be rather unambitious, a strategy 

where the proud traditions of earlier times are used to complement the image of the donor countries 

might be to their advantage.  

In the case of solidarity history, it has already shown possible to build the historical narrative, that 

the anti‐apartheid support of the Nordic countries was especially protracted, loyal and heroic. Since 

there are strong material interests behind this view, it must be the task of the critical social scientist 

to scrutinize this account. It might be that the historical reality was slightly different.  

Despite that both Sweden, Norway, Finland and Denmark can call attention to particular areas where 

they came first with support to anti‐apartheid activities, it was only after prolonged political pressure 
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from domestic solidarity movements that the Nordic countries in the last years before 1990 became 

proper pioneers regarding sanctions policies against the apartheid regime. This change of policy, 

which domestic business opposed to the end, has, together with the transitional aid, shown to be an 

assed for Nordic export industries. Compared to many other countries in the South, an advantage for 

traders of Nordic products is that 20 percent of the population in South Africa have the same 

patterns of demand as in Europe, even if the majority lives in poverty, and in the years after 1993 

Nordic export to South Africa rose significantly.68  

Trade delegations from Nordic countries headed by cabinet ministers and royalties repeatedly visited 

South Africa to discuss combinations of aid and export. Sometimes even former de facto enemies of 

the freedom struggle are embraced by the South African government in a way that undermines the 

history of solidarity.  

 

At the opening of the South African Maritime Training Academy at Simonstown, 9 September 2003 

for instance, Thabo Mbeki gave his sincere thanks to the Chief Executive of the biggest Danish 

industrialist, AP Møller‐Maersk, Jess Søderberg (Mr. Møller’s deputy and successor as managing 

director) for supporting the academy:   

“I met the leadership of AP Møller‐Maersk as they prepared to take over Safmarine, I 

remember the commitment this leadership made to participate in a meaningful way in the 

development of our country. This indicated to us that as the Danish people had stood with us 

during the struggle for our emancipation from apartheid, so were they determined to 

continue working with us to ensure that our democratic victory opened the way to a better 

life for all our people. Accordingly, it is most inspiring for me to be here today, to see the how 

faithfully AP Møller‐Maersk has kept its word. With all‐weather friends such as these, we 

cannot but succeed.”69 

The sad fact is that the Danish anti‐apartheid movement through many years had to fight against the 

de facto support that Maersk ships gave to the apartheid regime by transporting parts of its trade. 

 

One export attempt that did not succeed despite the efforts of the Danish Crown Prince was aimed 

at selling Danish corvettes in hard competition with other countries (AP Møller bye the way owns 

one of the largest Danish shipyards). Sweden had more luck. As part of an arms deal which is still very 

controversial in South Africa, the Swedes got an order from the South African government which 

included a portion of JAS Gripen fighter planes.70 Most people from the former solidarity movements 

                                                            

 

68 Udenrigsministeriet (Danish Foreign Ministry), Markedsorientering Sydafrika og Sydafrika Markedsprofil, 

1995. 

69 Address of the President of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, at the opening of the South African Maritime Training 

Academy, Simonstown, 9 September 2003.  

70 http://www.gripen.com/index_2.asp.  
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would probably agree that South Africa had very little need for these advanced jetfighters and that 

the many billions of rand would be better spend on poverty control. Economic promises in the shape 

of extensive counter purchases spoke for the deal. So did the history of solidarity.  

 

It is an intriguing question if the more convincing documentation of Sweden’s solidarity history has 

played any role in the matter of export goodwill. For some this might seem trivial, others might see it 

as pure speculation, but actually it is worth an independent historiographical study in its own right.  

There were real differences in Danish and Swedish foreign policy. Sweden’s was more independent 

during the time of apartheid and still is. Sweden directly supported the ANC. Denmark only indirectly 

and discreet. (In the story of the Baltic countries under Soviet dominance for instance, the picture 

was in some respects the other way around). On top of that comes that the Swedish aid follow up 

has at times been quite massive.71 But there were also differences in the way in which history was 

used. In the possibilities, in the levels of consciousness, and in the resources allocated for the 

purpose.  

As mentioned before the Nordic Africa Institute in Uppsala was used as base for the coordination of 

an extensive programme which intended to document solidarity with the whole of Southern Africa as 

this developed in each of the Nordic countries. The contributions from each individual country were 

funded by its foreign ministry, but Sweden had the most glorious past, the most laurels to gain, and 

most money for the project. In short, the Swedes had a better opportunity for taking their history 

serious. 

 

The result of the Norwegian part of the project was a good‐quality anthology edited by the 

experienced Africanist Tore Linné Eriksen, which examined most sides of Norwegian support for 

Southern Africa.72 The Finnish contribution ended as a decent empirical representation of the policy 

of that country.73  

The Danish contribution was limited in size and scope with its main emphasis on source critical 

analysis of foreign ministry archives, while the strong Danish NGOs got less attention.74 Danish voices 

                                                            

 

71 The official state visit of the Swedish prime minister, where a jumbo jet was filled up with a delegation of 

several hundreds spearheaded with some of Sweden’s best pop‐stars appeared nevertheless as something of 

an overkill and partly a failure. 

72 Eriksen, Tore Linné (ed.), Norway and National Liberation in Southern Africa, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 

2000. 

73 Soiri and Pekka Peltola, Finland and National Liberation in Southern Africa, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 

1999. 

74 Morgenstierne, Christopher Munthe, National Liberation in Southern Africa: The Role of the Nordic Countries. 

Denmark, A Flexible Response ‐ Humanitarian and Political, Uppsala, The Nordic Africa Institute, 2003. 
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later expressed the suspicion that the Swedish side had not been directly unsatisfied with the rather 

low Danish profile. The fact is probably that there from the beginning was a certain animosity or 

carelessness in the Danish Foreign Ministry towards a project which partly consisted of the history of 

popular movements’ oppositional achievements.  

The more harmonised agreement between NGOs and Foreign Affairs Department gave the Swedes a 

better hand. The experienced and hard‐working Swedish coordinator of the overall programme was 

financed favourably through several years under which he focused mostly and with good 

workmanship on writing three quantitatively strong volumes plus collecting a massive archive 

material for the Swedish side.75  

It has been said that NAI in this connection mostly functioned as a policy making centre for the 

Swedish development agency, Sida.76 The departmental intrigues which surround this case will 

probably remain a mystery, but the Danish frustration of being taken hostage in a joint Nordic 

institution, which they were unable to use in the same way as the Swedish part could, was clearly 

expressed at the programme’s conference at Robben Island.77 

 

In October 2003, the results of the project were used once more at a conference on Swedish 

solidarity history organised by NAI, the Olof Palme International Centre and Swedish trade unions 

among others.78 The Swedish aid minister and the deputy secretary general of the ANC attended, and 

Cyril Ramaphosa and other nouveau riche former South African trade unionists were invited.  

Simultaneously an even higher profiled English conference on the same theme was initiated by the 

South African High Commission in London, with the aim of using the bonds of popular international 

solidarity, developed during the anti‐apartheid struggle, in a new attempt to accelerate stagnating 

                                                            

 

75 Sellström, Tor, Sweden and National Liberation in Southern Africa: Volume 1: Formation of a Popular Opinion 

(1950‐1970), Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 1999; Sellström, Tor, Sweden and National Liberation in Southern 

Africa: Volume 2: Solidarity and Assistance 1970‐1994, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 2002; Sellström, Tor 

(ed.), Liberation in Southern Africa ‐ Regional and Swedish Voices: Interviews from Angola, Mozambique, 

Namibia, South Africa, Zimbabwe, the Frontline and Sweden, Uppsala, Nordic Africa Institute, 1999. 

76 Even if NAI has a joint Nordic Programme and Research Council, the Director and the Swedish Foreign 

Ministry are the ultimate decision takers. 

77 Førde, Bjørn, ”Konference om kampen mod apartheid på Robben Island”, MS‐revy, Vol. 2, 1999, online 

www.ms.dk; Report of the Conference Nordic Solidarity with the Liberation Struggles in Southern Africa, and 

Challenges for Democratic Partnerships into the 21st Century 11‐14 February 1999, Organized by The Robben 

Island Museum, The Mayibuye Centre and The Nordic Africa Institute. 

78 Conference: Sydafrika, Sverige och solidariteten, 24‐25 oktober 2003 i Norrköping. Arr. Olof Palmes 

Internationella Centrum, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, LO‐ TCO Biståndsnämnd i samarbete med Arbetets museum 

och Tema Etnicitet, Linköpings universitet. 
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trade and investments.79 Twelve South African cabinet ministers attended this conference with 

British and European partners. The London Solidarity Conference was also attended by an array of 

senior corporate, parastatal and government officials. Its official aim was to "reconnect" with former 

members of British and European anti‐apartheid movements, as the South African Foreign Affairs 

Department said. It was also aimed at forging closer links with “new partners” in the country's 

reconstruction and development efforts.  

"The conference will examine ways and means to mark the tenth anniversary of democracy in South 

Africa in 2004, while looking at international solidarity, new partnerships and collaborations between 

South Africans, British and Europeans to push back the frontiers of poverty and under‐

development."80 

Foreign Affairs Minister Nkosazana Dlamini‐Zuma lead the South African delegation. South African 

delegates also included Mike Spicer of Anglo‐American and several government director generals. 

Speakers included former British Anti‐Apartheid Movement executive secretary Mike Terry, and 

Hillary Benn, Secretary of State for International Development. 

 

At the earlier 1999 AAM‐conference at South Africa House in London, Baroness Castle of Blackburn 

opened an exhibition on the history of the Anti‐Apartheid Movement. As president of AAM in 1961 

and member of Harold Wilson's government as Minister of Overseas Development from 1964, she 

could symbolise treads between movement and labour government.81 At this conference also Gus 

Macdonald, Minister of Trade and Industry, and the first editor of Anti‐Apartheid News, and Lord 

Hughes of Woodside symbolised links between AAM and the established political system.  

There is little doubt that history of solidarity will be used even more intensively both during and after 

South Africa’s 10 years of freedom celebrations.  

And Danish exporters might consider sponsoring Danish solidarity history in the future.  

 

Irony aside, this small paper of course leaves many outstanding questions. How have different forms 

of friendly pressure and support along with lack of alternatives influenced political and economic 

choices in the new South Africa? Why did social democratic and official government attitudes in the 

Nordic countries change in favour of more and more direct support to the liberation movements 

despite scepticism from leading Western partners? To which extent did Nordic anti‐colonialism rest 

                                                            

 

79 Conference: 10 Years of Freedom. Venue Queen Elizabeth II Conference Centre in London 

(http://www.southafricahouse.com/CelebSA_2.htm). 

80 Statement from South African Foreign Affairs Department (http://allafrica.com). 

81 Baroness Castle of Blackburn, in Gurney, Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year 

Perspective, Conference Report: South Africa House, London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives 

Committee, 2000. 
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on the anticipation that small, export oriented, non‐colonialist states might gain from the 

breakaways of new nation states from former colonial powers and apartheid supporter countries? 

More disbelieving popular voices might claim that politicians needed to make friends with possible 

new leaders, but that these friendships for a long time seemed less important than the trade 

profitable for domestic companies, which implied a de facto support of apartheid South Africa.  

 

It is worth remembering however that other Western countries have had worse problems living up to 

their declared democratic intentions than the Nordic as Shula Marks have stated:  

“This meant that in Britain, unlike in the Scandinavian countries where government assistance to the 

anti‐apartheid struggle was generally far more direct and material, or even in the United States 

where the vested interests were far less strong and internal domestic politics dictated a very different 

strategy, the [British] Anti‐Apartheid Movement was, and indeed had to be, a people's movement.”82 

 

Most visitors coming to Southern Africa nowadays would probably say that they agreed with the 

anti‐apartheid struggle. One has to wonder why it took so long for South Africa and the region to 

become free from colonialism, when the whole world seems to have been supporting them all the 

time.  

The fact is that the international community, including the Nordic countries, did not give Lutuli and 

Tutu the whole range of boycott, isolation, and militant support they wanted, until victory was 

almost certain. It was mostly later, when the ANC‐dominated government needed to secure 

continued support and investment, when the West wanted to gain unlimited access to the growing 

South African middle class market, and when the alternative of socialism did not exist any longer, 

that we could all agree in making South Africa the darling of the world.  

 

                                                            

 

82 Marks, Shula, “’Half‐ally, half‐untouchable at the same time’: Britain and South Africa since 1959”, in 

Christabel (ed.), The Anti‐Apartheid Movement: A 40‐year Perspective, Conference Report: South Africa House, 

London, 25‐26 June 1999, London, AAM Archives Committee, 2000.  
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Speaking in general terms, the lack of knowledge of the African continent in Latin 

America is amazing. From journalists to scholars, people in Latin America hardly even 

know the names of every African country. Yet, South Africa has been the big exception. 

Nelson Mandela is widely known; even though people don’t always know exactly what 

he did, most people can linked his name to South Africa’s recent history and to struggle 

against racism.  

The popularity of South Africa, so much as that of Nelson Mandela in Latin 

America, began in the decade of 1980 and is undoubtedly connected to the anti-

apartheid movement in the United States of America. In this paper I intend to present a 

general view of Mexico’s case. My objective is to review the period between 1980 and 

2004, from two different perspectives: 1. Mexico’s official policy towards South Africa 

and 2. South Africa’s struggle against racism in the “Mexican imaginary”. This paper 

includes the following parts: 

1. A review of the Mexican foreign policy towards South Africa. All the way up to 

the early 1990s, this policy was mainly oriented to express, in international fora, 

rejection to apartheid and support to Mandela’s liberation and the ANC. 

However, reality didn’t always match official statements. One of the events that 

prove this is the fact that Mexico sold oil to South Africa in the 1980s.  

2. The idea of South Africa’s struggle presents in common Mexican people (South 

Africa in the “Mexican imaginary”). At the beginning of this research, my 

purpose was to review the main national newspapers in key moments of South 

Africa’s recent history (for instance, the beginning of the township revolt in Vaal 

Triangle, the State of Emergency, and so on) and, secondly, on the basis of my 

                                                            
1 DRAFT: PLEASE DO NOT QUOTE 
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own experience, teaching and doing diffusion works of such key moments 

(written press, radio and television programs), my intention was to underline the 

idea of South Africa presents in common Mexican people. Nevertheless, due to 

the enormous amount of news published during those years and the shifting 

importance given to South Africa in each newspaper depending on which was 

the main Mexican foreign policy concern, who was the President of the 

Republic, and the general mood in the Mexican-United States relationship, it 

was impossible to accomplish the first task.  It is my intention to underline the 

changes suffered in the perception of South Africa among Mexicans as well as 

the increasing lack of interest from the Mexican public opinion in the South 

African democratic process.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY. For the first part, the following documents and sources 

were reviewed: 

 The full collection of official documents, contained in 39 files gathered on the 

subject: “Mexico-South Africa”. This collection is part of the Historical and 

Diplomatic Archives of the Foreign Affairs Secretary of State in Mexico City. It 

covers mainly the period from December  1979 and  December  20002 

 The journal Revista Mexicana de Política Exterior (Mexican Journal of Foreign 

Policy). This is the official publication of the Diplomatic School at the Foreign 

Affairs Secretary of State. This publication was reviewed during the period  

between 1983 and 2003 (numbers  1 to 68) 

This journal comprises three different sections: articles (the majority of them written 

by Foreign Affairs Secretary staff), and a chronology of Mexican foreign policy. On the 

third section official documents are published.  The analysis of this journal should allow 

knowing the true tendencies on the decision-making process of Mexican foreign affairs 

(beyond the public statements) as well as the true concerns on foreign affairs of the 

government highest rank officials.  

For the second part I selected some important facts from South Africa’s recent 

History in order to see how they were presented by the mass media in Mexico. The 

sources were:  

 Articles and news published in Mexican newspapers    

 As mentioned earlier, my own experience teaching and doing diffusion works. 

 

                                                            
2 I would like to thank the personal from the Archivo Histórico y Diplomático, for their support.  
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First Part. Mexico’s foreign policy towards South Africa  

It is important to start this paper with some historical data that may let us better explain 

the continuities as much as the changes and, in some cases, the undeniable 

incongruencies of such diplomatic activity. 

 Historical background 

Even though the Mexican political system was formaly labeled as a multiparty 

democracy, throughout seven decades, the PRI (Revolutionary Institutional Party) was 

a party-State. With an extraordinarily weak political opposition, all the way through to 

the year 2000, the PRI won every presidential election.  

In that wich refers to internal policy, the governments that came out of the PRI 

were caracterized by being politically conservative and for defending strongly 

nationalist statements. Up to the decade of 1980, the political elite of the PRI had the 

capacity to co-opt critical voices (intelectuals, politicians), yet, when this capacity failed, 

the government did not stop to think before imposing repressive measures. Due to its 

great capacity to resist changes and to remain in the power, the Mexican political 

system became known as a “soft dictatorship” or as a “perfect dictatorship”. 

 As to the foreign policy, the PRI’s approach was historically defined to be based 

on principles. Mexico’s nternational realtionships have always orbited around the 

bilateral relationship with the United States, which has been traditionally described as 

difficult, and very wide. A constant of Mexico’s foreign policy has been, on one hand, to 

avoid conflicts in this bilateral relationship, and, on the other hand, the search for a 

relative independence from the United States in the field of foreign policy. This complex 

dinamics explain partially the constrast that has historically existed between internal 

and foreign policy in Mexico. Specially, throughout the Cold War, Mexican foreign 

policy was fundamented on strongly nationalist statements and was caracterized by its 

support to progressive causes in the so called countires of the South.  

Mexico managed to maintain open spaces for negotiation and a relatively 

autonomy position in international forum as much as in bilateral relationships with the 

countries of Latin America, the Caribbean, and Europe, in certain difficult situations in 

which the United States were involved, being one of the clearest examples the  

adoption of  economic sanctions against the South African regime. 

Several studies point out that the Mexican political elite, in its relationship with 

the “South”, searched for a way to equilibrate their great dependence from the United 

States, and therefore, international policy responded to the need to find support in this 

countries for initiatives presented by Mexico in international forum.   

Mexican civil society hardly existed and the media, generally speaking, did not 

question the behavior of the political elite. In a complex process, labeled as transition 
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or democratization, for the first time in 70 years, the presidential election in the year 

2000 was won by opposition candidate Vicente Fox, for the National Action Party 

(PAN).  

 

 The historical trajectory: a conjectural  diplomatic activity 

It is important to underline that in Mexico a foreign policy toward African countries has 

never been structured. It may be said that diplomatic relationships with countries of the 

African continent have been characterized by a discontinous diplomatic activity and 

have deliberatedly kept a low political profile, avoiding getting involved in the continent, 

choosing instead a passive diplomacy that in the right context would make Mexico 

“visible” in Africa.  

Between 1970 and 1976 the first approach between the Mexican government 

and certain African countries took place. Being characterized by statements in favor of 

Third World countries, this encounter gave Mexico the possibility to attain an initial 

presence of Mexico in certain African countries. This approach, summed to the defense 

in multilateral forum of issues sensible to African countries –as the disapproval of the 

apartheid- made it possible for Mexico to become visible in some African countries for 

the first time in its history. However, when revising the foreign policy of such period we 

might come to affirm that such approach responded to an unclear political definition. 

Sadly, it responded to the President’s search for international prestige. 

Africa has never been a priority in the foreign policy agenda of Mexico. Yet, 

between 1984 and 1994, South Africa became a special country. It has never been a 

vital issue to Mexican foreign policy, but in those years it was indeed a very important 

country to the United States. Taking into account the worldwide trascendence of the 

apartheid problem, Mexico had to have a very specific oficial stand in international 

forums that had to be congruent to the principles of Mexican foreign policy without 

being a source of problems with the United States. Therefore, everything points to the 

fact that the Mexican government chose to officialy support international rejection of the 

apartheid, without being directly engaged.  

In the context of the traditional statements and principles of Mexico’s foreign  

policy,  and usually with a great  ignorance of Africa, the relations with African countries 

have been strongly influenced by the current President’s personal view but also by 

conjectural facts, and in a more specific way by the main topics in international 

relations in that moment.  A coherent foreign policy would allow identifying common 

problems and common interests with African States.  

In this paper, the two decades have been divided into four periods, taking into 

account the changes that have occurred in Mexico’s foreign policy towards South 
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Africa. It is important to consider that the diplomatic relationship between the two 

countries were established in 1994, so until the late 1980’s, Mexico’s diplomatic activity 

was developed on international forums. In each period, the following aspects were 

considered: 

- The most important concerns in the Mexican foreign affairs  

- South Africa’s relevance in the Mexican foreign policy agenda 

- The changes in the Mexican foreign policy agenda in relation to South Africa 

 

 Period 1980-1988 

This period includes the last three years of López Portillo’s government and the six 

years of De la Madrid. In the internal arena, the first years of such decade were 

influenced by the increase of oil production. However, from 1984 on, an intense 

economic crisis took place. Even though the disarmament debate, the refugees’ 

problem, the external indebtedness and the illegal trade of narcotics were constant 

issues in Mexico’s foreign policy in such years, the main worries for Mexican 

international relations were the bilateral relationships Mexico-USA and the stressing 

situation in Central America.  

Based on official documents and statements and given the closeness to the 

conflicts in Central America, my argument is that in the first years of such decade, 

South Africa’s situation was not considered as a crucial issue to Mexico. Yet, it 

acquired relevance halfway throughout the decade. From 1985 on, the situation in 

South Africa became a constant worry to Mexico’s diplomatic activity, which made 

numerous declarations in international forums against the violations committed by the 

South African regime and supported the international efforts against the apartheid.  

 From this date on, the activity reports presented by the Secretary of Foreign 

Affairs generally mention South Africa’s case, emphasizing the solidarity of Mexico to 

the struggle against the apartheid and speaking in favour of a pacific negotiation. 

It is important to mention that in oficial terms, since the foundation of the United 

Nations Organisation, the Mexican government affirmed that, respecting the 

sovereignty of South Africa, it supported every international effort that might have 

contributed to the end of the human rights violations in South African. In 1976 Mexico 

signed the International Convention for the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 

that implied the commitment not to maintain economic, financial, commercial, and 

sportive and turistic relationships with South Africa. 

In this context, some of the incongruences between the official statements and 

reality can be observed. Then, it is amazing to find out that Mexico decided to sign the 

International Convention of the United Nations for the Punishment of the Crime of 
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Apartheid only until April 1980, when it had been adopted by the General Assembly of 

the United Nations on November 30th, 1973. 

Besides, from the beginning of the decade of the 1980s on –in the context of 

Mexico’s great oil boom- some political adversaries suspected that the Mexican 

government did not respect the principles stated in the 1976 Convention. Yet, in 

Mexico it was very difficult to find proof of this. Up to this moment, three aspects that 

might validate the suspicion can be brought up: 

1. In accordance to a document published by the United Nations in 1982, based 

on official information of the South African government3, it is affirmed that the 

stands of the South African government gained strength in Latin America 

starting in 1970.  In the 80’s, more than ten Latin American countries still had 

diplomatic relationships with South Africa. Trade between Latin America and 

South Africa increased from the beginning of the 70’s.  

 

South African exports to Mexico (in million of rands) 

YEAR 1969 1976 1978 1980 

RANDS 0.931 4.85 9.49 10.4 

 

South African imports from Mexico (in million of rands) 

YEAR 
 

1969 1976 1978 1980 

RANDS 
 

0.461 1.425 1.909 3.442 

 
 

These numbers are almost meaningless if compared to bilateral commerce 

between South Africa and the United States in the same moment. But, taking Latin 

America as a reference and considering Mexico’s official statements in relation to the 

apartheid system, the numbers become interesting. Then, on the value of the South 

African exports to Mexico as much as on the imports coming from Mexico, in the year 

of 1980, Mexico was the fifth most important commercial partner of South Africa in 

Latin America.  

2. In October 1981, based on information published in a journal specialized on 

issues referred to oil (a journal very difficult to obtain in Mexico in such times), 

certain Mexican newspapers published that a close relative of the President 

                                                            
3 Monthly Abstracts of Trade Statics. Department of Customs and Excise, South African 
Government. Véase: Davis, South Africa in search of Allies. United Nations Council for Namibia. 
Seminar on the Military Situation in and Relating to Namibia. SMS/CRP No. 1982 / 15 
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was illegally sending oil to South Africa. It is important to stress the fact that in 

Mexico the oil industry depends from the State. The newspapers in question 

mentioned that this would explain the fact that the figures in the official report of 

oil production and selling did not match, being bigger the first ones. However, 

these news went unnoticed and what could have turned into a corruption 

scandal was forgotten only days afterwards.  

3. In the Historical and Diplomatic Archives, during this research, I came upon a 

letter, signed by a top official of the Foreign Affairs Secretary, in which he 

mentioned his fear of crucial data, published by an international journal, falling 

into the Mexican journalists’ hands, which could have provoked a political 

scandal. The data were about the trade between Mexico and South Africa in the 

1970’s.  

The official documents referring to this period, found in the Historical and Diplomatic 

Archive. They contain mainly political information which I divided into the following 

categories: 

Diplomatic correspondence. Reports and letters sent by Mexican ambassadors in 

different countries, directed to the General Direction for Africa, Asia and Oceania at the 

Foreign Affairs Secretary. Among other aspects, in these reports the ambassadors 

transmitted the received information: 

 In relation to the diplomatic activity held in their residence countries, either 

against the South African regime or in favour of the anti-apartheid movement. 

Different press releases from the South African government that explained the 

internal situation were included. 

 The internal situation of South Africa. From 1984, the seriousness of the 

internal situation was stressed and the number of reports increased 

significantly. 

 The de-stabilizing actions of the South African regime against the neighbouring 

countries (Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, Botswana). Generally, arguments 

referred to the Cold War were used. 

Analysis elaborated by the General Direction for Africa, Asia and Oceania. Starting on 

June 1985, these analyses were made for the internal knowledge of the Foreign Affairs 

Secretary, discussing important issues for the decision making process on foreign 

affairs policy, specially those which might interest the United States (for instance, the 

campaign of dis-investment and the economic sanctions). Undoubtedly, the goal of 

these analyses was to give the highest officials useful and important information. Yet, 

the interest to give them arguments that might support the government’s stand against 

apartheid in international fora is notorious.  
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Petitions made by Mexican businessmen. These petitions are rare. They demanded 

permission to import South African goods. In one letter a visa was demanded for a 

South African physician, who worked at the University of Natal, and curiously enough, 

the country was named as the “South African Union”. In every case, letters of official 

response are included, denying these permits. There were other letters were South 

African official government were allowed to visit Mexico. 

Cuttings of newspapers articles. More than 90% correspond to foreign newspapers, 

generaly published in English in the United States. 

 

 Change Begins: 1988-1994 

This period refers to Salinas de Gortari’s government. In foreign policy, the most 

relevant issue was globalization. In this context, the so called “thesis of the 

disconnection of Africa from world politics”, that would let the main Western powers 

seek disengagement, seems to have influenced decisively the great lack of interest in 

African affairs.   

In a strict sense, the beginning of such change (of a negative character) in 

Mexico’s foreign policy towards South Africa began in the last years of De la Madrid’s 

administration. Therefore, the beginning of change coexisted with the economic crisis 

in Mexico, with the “Politics of Understanding” with the United States and with Mexico’s 

membership to the OCDE. The lack of interest for Africa strongly grew during Salinas 

de Gortari’s government, with the approach to the countries of the Asian Pacific Rim. 

Influenced by the Head of State’s personal conception, in the first years of the 

Salinas administration, the Foreign Affairs Secretary began what seemed to be a 

strategic approach towards Africa, explained as the redefinition of the diplomatic 

representations to reinforce the presence of Mexico in such region. In 1990 the 

Itinerant Embassy for Africa was created.  This representation was ephemeral and 

shortly afterwards was substituted by a system of active concurrencies. Everything 

seems to indicate that this expensive experience was a new variant of coyuntural 

erratic diplomacy, which seeked mostly the President’s prestige.  

At the end of Salinas de Gortari’s government, only the relationship with two 

African countries had acquiered greater importance compared to past presidential 

administrations: Morocco and specially South Africa4. However, these countries were 

still insignificant in the global frame of Mexico’s foreign policy. 

                                                            
4 Cfr. Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores. Informe de Labores. México, años 1988-1989 a 
1993-1994; “Cronología de política exterior de México”, Revista Mexicana de Política Exterior, 
de 1989 a 1994  
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 In July 1991, Nelson Mandela paid a visit to Mexico, where he was received by 

Salinas de Gortari. The government agreed to keep supporting the struggle against the 

apartheid regime.  

 In this period, Mexico’s foreign policy towards South Africa was limited by the 

new signs of change: activism, immediacy, economicism and pragmatism, which 

seeked to obtain short term results. In the last years of Salinas de Gortari’s 

administration, the Mexican government started behaving as if being a first world 

country. The traditional statements that supported solidarity with the developing 

countries were abandoned. The bilateral relationship with the United States was 

strengthened and economic forums where developing countries did not participate 

were preferred.   

This change affected Mexico’s formal commitment to the struggle against the 

apartheid regime. In 1993, government officials began to express the need to establish 

diplomatic relations with South Africa as soon as possible, which aroused criticism from 

the sectors that supported anti-apartheid struggle. Though small, these sectors were 

powerful enough to keep the government cautious. Government officials argumented 

that the change seeks within South Africa had already been produced. When some 

voices echoed the demands made by the ANC to keep a solidary stand against the 

apartheid regime while a difficult phase of the negotiations ended, government officials 

affirmed that profit had to be made from the context and that Mexico should secure its 

place in South Africa before other possible commercial competitors appeared. Ironically 

enough, by the end of that year, only one big Mexican company had entered the South 

African market. 

In official reports, terms as solidarity to popular struggles disappeared. In 

February 1984 the Mexican Embassy began activities in South Africa.  In April the first 

Mexican ambassador arrived to Pretoria. Despite the relevance of the episode, months 

later, the Mexican ambassador represented Salinas de Gortari in the ceremony of 

inauguration of Mandela’s government. This time, the Mexican government lost a great 

chance to be congruent with a tradition of solidarity towards the anti-apartheid struggle. 

If a high ranked delegation had been sent, the sympathy of wide sectors of Mexican 

people towards a long-lasting struggle would have arrived to the South African people 

and government. On the other hand, members of different sectors of the Mexican 

society (intellectuals, scholars, artists, politicians), as well as foreign diplomats turned 

the ceremony in the house of the South African ambassador in Mexico City into a real 

party: there was indeed much to be celebrated.  
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Facing the regional changes in Africa, the erratic tayectory of Mexican 

diplomacy was stressed: without further thought which might have weighed the 

possible consecuences, the normalization of the relationship with South Africa served 

to justify the closure of the Mexican diplomatic representation in Harare (January, 

1994), action that aroused protests from the government of Zimbabwe. In the last 

months of that administration, Mexican diplomats started a campaign to place Salinas 

de Gortari as a candidate for the World Trade Organisation (WTO). This campaign was 

coldly received by African governments who, by then, identified this candidate with the 

interests of the first world and, therefore, not with their own interests.  

The official documents referring to this period. In the first years of this period, the 

reviewed documents had political information similar to that mentioned in the 1980-

1988 period. However, from 1990 on, though political records still exist, an emphasis 

towards economic information is clearly perceived. The documents fall into the 

following categories: 

Diplomatic correspondence. Reports sent by Mexican ambassadors (including the 

itinerating ambassador), directed to the Direction for Africa, Asia and Oceania of the 

Foreign Affairs Secretary. 

 Regarding the ever-changing diplomatic stand of the countries of residence. For 

instance, international trips of South African officials to explain the changing 

internal situation, announcements of unilateral suspension of economic 

sanctions towards the South African regime, re-establishment of the diplomatic 

relationships, the liberation of Mandela and his first international voyages. 

 The internal situation in South Africa. In the decade of 1990, reference was 

made to the positive changes made in the internal field.  

 The regional situation. A worry for Cuba’s involvement in the Angola-South 

Africa conflict. 

Analyses made by the General Direction for Africa, Asia and Oceania. In these 

analyses emphasis was made in the internal changes and the political violence, with a 

close follow-up of the negotiation process, the constitutional process and, finally, the 

1994 general election.  

Petitions made by Mexican businessmen. With arguments based on South Africa’s 

commercial relevance, they expressed their interest in the establishment of diplomatic 

relationships between both countries, as shortly as possible. 

Cuttings of newspapers articles. The vast majority correspond to foreign newspapers, 

almost always in English. (Al most all published in the United States.) 
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Documents related to the Mexico-South Africa relationship. Among the most relevant 

aspects, I want to mention: 

 

Starting on September 1991, there are documents that allow us to affirm that direct 

negotiations between both governements to establish diplomatic relationships had 

already began. Reports filed include data of the economic costs of establishing an 

embassy and houses for the embassy officials, its ubication, etc.  

Starting July1992, a direct communication between both governments already existed.  

In April 1993, a Mexican representation office in South Africa was opened. 

Documents directly linked to the opening of the diplomatic mission: 

 Justification of the establishment of diplomatic relationships (July 1993). Among 

other aspects, it was affirmed that such embassy would allow “to increase the 

economic relationships with Africa’s most powerful country”, which would 

become the regional and continental leader; to capiltalize the support given by 

Mexico to the struggle against apartheid, in the frame of the United Nations; as 

well as the sympathy and interest shown by some ANC leaders and South 

African officials towards our country.  This with the objective of consolidating the 

bilateral relationships. 

 Unsigned document (1993), in which arguments are given (economic, no 

political) against the opening of a Mexican embassy in South Africa. It was 

perhaps part of a rutinary process, in which, before opening an embassy, the 

pros and cons of such opening were analysed.  

 Closure of the Mexican embassy in Zimbabwe (December 1993). The reason 

given for this act was the opening of the Mexican embassy in Pretoria. 

 Instructions given by the Secretary of Foreign Affairs (January 1993) to open as 

shortly as possible the Mexican embassy in South Africa.  

 Documents referring the diplomatic personnel    

 Documents referring the inauguration ceremony of Mandela’ government. I 

noticed that the congratulation message sent by the Mexican President arrived 

too late. It seems that the Mexican Head of State’s message was finally sent 

only after the Mexican ambassador in Pretoria insisted on the relevance of the 

ceremony.    

From the documents consulted (1980-2000), the files containing the largest amount of 

information belonging to the years 1991-1992. 
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The erosion: 1994-2000 

Zedillo’s government started with a financial crisis (1995-1996) –the worst in the last 

decades-. In the official discourse Mexico was defined as a “multiple belongings 

country” and a relevant position was assigned to the new foreign policy which should 

be active to consolidate “Mexico’s presence in the world”10. This policy should be 

adapted to the demands on Mexico’s insertion into the new world dynamics to 

strengthen and increase the national sovereignty based on the international 

relationships diversification.  

In this period the traditional official rhetoric was abandoned without elaborating 

a new discourse, coherent with the new world dynamic. All of the Mexican foreign 

activity was dominated by the searching of a major rapprochement with the United 

States, the European Union, the Asian countries which count with prosper economies 

and, in a second stand, with Latin America.  In this new dynamic, the African continent 

was the one with a major loss.  

While the African political scene was been transformed, Mexican relations with 

Africa got to their lower level since the year of 1960. Despite of some ephemeral 

attempts to elaborate a foreign policy agenda towards African countries, the disregard 

for Africa grew bigger, making more notorious the contradictions between the official 

discourse and the practice.   

Mexico was invited to participate in SADC (South African Development 

Community) meetings, however, probably because of the government ignorance, this 

participation had minimum repercussions.  

Mandela’s government showed great interest in developing South Africa’s 

relationship with Mexico. During Zedillo’s administration, many diplomatic12 and 

economic missions visited Mexico, and supported diverse –cultural and academic- 

activities with the purpose of spreading South Africa’s new reality image. One of these 

missions was headed by the –on those days- Vice-President Thabo Mbeki (1997). 

In multilateral forums, both countries united their strengths in order to support 

joint purposes. In reference to Mexico the Foreign Affairs Secretary organized several 

meeting with Mexican businessmen to promote South Africa’s market opportunities. 

However, the only remarkable answer of Mexican diplomacy to the South African 

rapprochement policy was in 1999, when the Secretary of Foreign Affairs (Rosario 

Green) assisted in representation of the Mexican executive to President Thabo Mbeki 

                                                            
10 Poder Ejecutivo Federal. Plan Nacional de Desarrollo 1995-2000, México, Secretaría de 
Crédito Público, p. X 



 13

inauguration ceremony. This was the first visit from a Mexican Chancellor to South 

Africa. 

The documents referring to this period. Documents decreased in a remarkable way, 

from political reports to newspaper articles. The existent information was only about 

economy subjects and bond searching between South African and Mexican 

businessmen, the violence persistence and some incidents occurred to the Mexican 

diplomatic body accredited in South Africa.  

In the journal Revista Mexicana de Politica Exterior, the first articles around 

Mexican and African relationship were published in this period, even though they had a 

mere informative character. In some articles, that are not focus in African related 

subjects, South Africa is mentioned, (for example in the “new South” definition for the 

Mexican foreign policy). In these journal was published a speech pronounced for a 

South African government official, in official visit to Mexico.  

 

First three years in Fox’s government: 2000-2004 

In these years of Fox’s administration, contrary to what had happened in the previous 

governments, the foreign policy was defined by the character of the two following 

Mexican chancellors – first Jorge Castañeda and currently Luis Ernesto Derbez- and 

not because of the Head of State preferences.  

In an article published in 2002, Fox stated that it could not be denied that 

previous governments have had “active and brilliant” moments in foreign policy, as the 

apartheid condemnation, but that his government would not be limited to repeat such 

policy. According with these kind of thoughts, his government priorities are: to intensify 

the participation in multilateral forums and to strategically strength the relationship with 

the United States and Canada14. 

It is from these priorities that it could be found an explanation to the change 

registered in the year 2002 in the African-Mexican relationship. So far, this change, has 

been unimportant and it is inscribed in the traditional absence of a definition of politics 

towards this region and  where, once more, the diplomatic activity has been determined 

for Mexico’s necessity of finding support in African countries in order to built its new 

projection as a regional middle power, similar to South Africa’s.  

In the year 2002, among its multiple international tours, Fox fulfilled a quick visit 

into two African countries at a time in which his presence was overshadowed for some 

other crucial events. In South Africa, the visit was fulfilled at the Sustainable 

                                                                                                                                                                              
12 In 1995 started a negotiation with a General Cooperation Agreement between South Africa 
and Mexico, but it was not signed until 1998 in New York.  
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Development World Conference’s frame. In Nigeria, the Mexican President arrived 

while the country was living a difficult moment15. 

 The official visit to South Africa was foundered on very valuable arguments –

the economic and political relationship strengthening, the search of an understanding 

and creation of convergences in multilateral forums- however everything points to 

believe that it was fulfilled without a policy towards this country. With a new chancellor 

and without having given continuity to this effort, doubts arise around the President’s 

real motives to visit South Africa. In the year 2004, it can be supposed that this visit 

was a simple new expression of the traditional erratic – favourable and low profile - 

diplomatic activity in Africa in general, and particularly in South Africa. 

The tenth South African democratisation anniversary was last commemorated 

by the Foreign Affair Secretary with a major event. However, once more, answering to 

some government officials of the Foreign Affairs Secretary initiative and to the 

enthusiasm and sympathy of diverse Mexican community sectors, but is not inscribed 

in a wide foreign policy frame.  

It is not possible to ignore certain decisive factors that allow us to think, at least 

in short term, that South Africa will not be a priority country in Mexican foreign policy: 

among other aspects, there are not important Mexican groups resident in South Africa,  

and there is a fragile perception of the common strategic interests. In equal form it is 

not possible to ignore the geographic proximity and enormous influence that the United 

States exercises in Mexican foreign policy. In this context, however, not only for the 

United States but in general to the principal political and economic Mexican associates 

-Canada and the European Union- South Africa is an important country for its foreign 

policy.  

In synthesis, the words used by a scholar16 to define Mexican foreign policy, 

seem in general to be more adequate to resume Mexican-South African relationship. “it 

in not good or bad: it is just not foreign policy”  

 For this government period I wasn’t able to find any document in the Foreign 

Affairs Secretary archives.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                              
14 V. Fox, “La política exterior de México en el siglo XXI”, Revista Mexicana de Política Exterior, 
enero-marzo 2002, no. 66: 14.  
15 The Mexican president arrived Nigeria in a very bad moment, days after a woman had been 
sentenced to death for giving birth to a child without being married. Marcela Turati, Amina, 
“Nueva causa Foxista”, Reforma, 5 de septiembre de 2002 
16 Humberto Garza Elizondo. “Crisis de la política exterior de México”, p. 180 
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Second part. South Africa’s idea in the Mexican “imaginary collective” 

After checking a great quantity of Mexican newspapers published during the period 

from 1980 to 2004 I considered that my original objective was very ambitious. In 

relation to the written press analysis, I realised that I would have to analyse separately 

from each historical moment to the information published in each of the newspapers. 

Besides, not only the government changes but even the internal administration 

changes from the newspapers can influence the quality and quantity of the published 

information. As a result I decided to carry out a much simpler task; I limit myself to a 

recount on such information. 

 

The consulted newspapers were:  

In the 1980 years, Uno mas Uno and Excelsior.  

For the decade from 1990 up to 2004 La Jornada (founded in 1984), El 

Universal and Reforma (founded in 1993) these are national circulation newspapers, 

which are relevant in each particular historical moment. It is important to take into 

consideration that contrary to other Latin American countries, Mexican press gives 

great importance to international news (cosmopolitan character).  

In the 1980 decade, in both of the consulted newspapers international information 

section, Latin American and United States news where given a major importance. 

When ever a critical moment was registered in South Africa, both newspapers has 

published related news. However, while in one of them (Excelsior) the news used to be 

very brief and when talking about critical moments it was hard to find news or these 

where irrelevant, in the other the news on South Africa generally occupied more space 

and there was an average of one article published per day.  

In the first half of the 1990 decade, Latin America, United States, Canada and in 

minor degree, Middle East where the most attractive subjects. The number of news 

dedicated to South Africa changed in a relevant form. Nevertheless subjects as 

Mandela’s liberation or the 1994 elections received a wide coverage. In the 2000 

decade, the space dedicated to South Africa was considerably diminished, being in 

occasions reduced to nothing more than several lines. It was in a very gradual manner 

that news that were not related with politics started to be published.  

In the 1980 decade, during Mandela’s liberation and the first democratic election in 

1994, South Africa first appeared among the most important international news. In 

exchange the general election in 2004 received very little attention. The information 

could be vague and succinct.  



 16

In the 1980 and 1990 years, in relation to the content, the news could be generally, 

more o less, similar from a newspaper to another. This has to do with the fact that they 

used the same sources (great international press agencies). Occasionally, the 

newspaper nucleus was the deployed activity for the anti-apartheid movement in the 

United States. In other cases mistakes could be found, but these generally were not 

serious. It could be thought that the international news redactors where in general well 

informed on the most important South African events.  

One of the greatest differences where the news headlines: Which may emphasize 

negative aspects (with a racist emphasis) or underline positive elements. The subjects 

which were given more importance where: 

Between 1984 and 1990: the most attractive news were on political violence, 

executions, censure to the local media, economic sanctions, anti-Apartheid movement 

in the United States, or Mandela related news.   

Between 1990 and 1994: the information was about Mandela’s liberation, violence, 

Mandela’s visit to Mexico, peace negotiations and internal changes, Winnie Mandela’s 

situation,  the end of economic sanctions, and the 1994 election.  

In the 2000 decade: Sport news, AIDS related news, Nobel winner writers, the 

production of an alcoholic drink which imitates Mexican most representative drink 

(tequila), and finally the general election.  

Especially until 1994, South Africa became one of the main concerns of radio and 

television programs analysis, the same in privates as in publics. South Africa was the 

main topic in many conferences. In these kinds of actions, people questions allowed an 

approximation to the way in which they imagine South African situation. In these 

questions there were always certain recurrent subjects: Mandela, violence, poverty and 

United States attitude.  A very frequent question, especially in the 1980 years was: 

Why the black community does not organizes and defends itself? The most adequate 

answer would have been: Why do not Mexicans get organized and fight for 

democracy?  

There are certain relevant aspects about South Africa which Mexican press has 

given little importance and that must be spread. This way, despite that in Mexico there 

has been proposed the creation of a commission of the truth which will investigate the 

1960-1970 years repression, the TRC (Truth and Reconciliation Commission) 

experience is almost unknown in Mexico. In the other hand, the Mexican press 

publishes very few information about the diplomatic activity of South Africa as a 

mediator.  
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Account of a Disagreement 

In Mexico there never really existed an anti-Apartheid movement. In the 1970 decade, 

mostly because of the reflection of the anti-Apartheid in the United States and partially 

because of the –in those days- Mexican Head of State prestige search, under the 

Mexican government sponsorship the foundation of an anti-Apartheid Latin American 

movement was intended. However this attempt had no results. For the Mexican 

government, South Africa was just an important subject in the news.  

 Without the existence of any organised movement, there was in Mexico a 

certain audience, interested in South Africa. Belonging to different walks of life, even 

almost all of them corresponded to urban sectors: intellectuals, artist, politicians, 

journalists, some unionist groups and specially University sectors, both academic and 

studentship. 

 Many of these were persons considered as progressive. However not all of 

them had a critical conscience when expressing their sympathy with the anti-apartheid 

conflict. Some were in opposition with the United State, country which they identified as 

“the imperialism”, and considered that the anti-apartheid movement was a way to 

weaken the United States. Others had a much more romantic idea of what the anti-

apartheid struggle was. It is unquestionable that there were some people whom did not 

fully understood what was happening in South Africa, but despite this stated their 

sympathy with the South African population and rejected the apartheid.   

There is a basic question: Why, despite that violence was a much more 

recurrent  problem, in the majority of the transmitted information by the media in the 

years of 1980 and 1990, a great part of Mexican population felt identified with the anti-

Apartheid struggle No other African country has achieved the popularity level South 

Africa had until the year 1990.  

I base these affirmations in diverse facts: For example, at least until the first 

democratic election in 1994, any act that implied support to the anti-apartheid struggle 

had a wide answer, practically in any city in the country. In urban sectors, indistinctively 

of the social class, people could identify the name of Nelson Mandela as well as the 

fight against racism and the anti-apartheid movement as a fair fight and a shared cause 

among Mexicans.  

I could mention some other facts in order to fundament my statement, However 

I consider as the best proof the popular reception given to Mandela during his brief visit 

to Mexico City. People went to the airport to see him, in a very spontaneous way. 

Among his activities, Mandela had a breakfast in a fancy hotel. While walking by a 

corridor, several hotel service employees recognized him and immediately clapped at 

him.  In a few seconds the hotel activity was paralysed: everybody wanted to see him. 
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Other activity was a press conference, which took place in a completely full auditorium 

in the Foreign Affair Secretary. When going out, Mandela was surprised to see a group 

of people, belonging to a popular organization that had practically blocked the street. 

According to a journalist version, there had been only one similar situation in Mexico, in 

the 1960 decade, when John Kennedy visited Mexico.  

In the Mexican context, the fact that wide Mexican population sectors where 

identified with the anti-apartheid conflict was practically incredible. And it happens to be 

much more incredible, if you take in consideration the possibility of a great number of 

South African populations whom ignored the fact.  

 In the last decade, in Mexico, the information around South Africa’s situation 

suffered some deterioration, as much in quantity as in quality. Each time less 

information concerning South Africa is published and news tend to go into two 

extremes: unimportant facts or internal problems news, mostly exaggerated. In an 

ironic way, when South African government had searched a rapprochement with 

Mexico, It seems that Mexicans had stopped to be interested in South Africa. The great 

contradiction is that until 1994 South Africa was the only known and prestigious African 

country. From that date on, it has been loosing space in the press.  
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Rethinking transnationalism: African intellectuals and the politics of the African 

Diaspora 
 

By Francis Njubi Nesbitt 
 

This paper argues that stakeholders such as governments, development agencies and 
universities need to come to terms with the reality of brain mobility in the era of 

globalization and learn how to harness the intellectual, material and financial capital of 
the African Diaspora that is embedded in the North. The challenge is to move from brain 
drain to brain gain as these itinerant intellectuals seek the best resources and conditions 
for the reproduction of knowledge. This shift from drain to gain has ample precedence in 

the historical African Diaspora which has long sought to influence U.S. Africa policy. 
This paper examines two historical case studies of African Diaspora politics 

(abolitionism and the anti-apartheid movement) and one contemporary movement 
(reparations) to show how both the old and new African Diasporas successfully 

influenced bilateral and multilateral policies in the North. It argues that these historical 
precedents should serve as models for future efforts to represent Africa at the table of 

global trade and governance. The paper ends with recommendations that governments, 
civic organizations and institutions of higher education should consider if they are 

interested in creating policy frameworks that make it easier for the Diaspora to contribute 
to Africa's development. 

 
 

The term “brain drain” gained currency during the 1950s in reference to the 

migration of British, Canadian and German scientists to the United States (Rapoport, 

2002). Today, the concept is used to refer to the flight of professionals and academics 

from the developing to the developed world. Dei and Asgharzadeh (2002) define brain 

drain as “the transfer of human knowledge, experience, skill and expertise from one area, 

region, country or geographic location to another” (31). Although this transfer of skills is 

not a new phenomenon, the process has accelerated considerably over the last few 

decades. The accelerated movement is closely tied to the evolution of globalization and 

the communications revolution. Although the definition of globalization tends to depend 

on ideological perspective, there seems to be consensus on the increased mobility of 

capital, images, people and commodities facilitated by the information and 
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communications revolution of the post Cold War era (Zeleza, 2003; Sassen, 2003). 

International migration, including the migration of intellectual elites, is tied to the 

changing dynamic of capitalism as a world system and is a critical component of the 

international division of labor. Since the 1980s, these migration patterns increased in 

scope and size as the world became more integrated. The migration of highly skilled 

individuals from the developing world has been particularly noticeable. Scholars attribute 

this acceleration in the brain drain to modern transportation and communications 

technologies, the growing economic gap between North and South, globalization and the 

increasing political destabilization in the developing countries.  

Although there is no systematic record of the number of African professionals in 

the developed world, studies by the Economic Commission for Africa, International 

Organization for Migration, World Bank and UNESCO show that the problem is 

growing. In 2000 a regional conference on brain drain and capacity building in Africa 

estimated that there are 300,000 skilled Africans working in the United States and Europe 

(UNECA, 2000). The conference report indicated that from 1960 to 1975 the continent 

lost 25,000 professionals to the North. Between 1975 and 1984 the number increased to 

40,000. By 1987 the number had almost doubled to 80,000 (UNECA, 2000). This finding 

is supported by a 2001 UNESCO report that suggested that as many as 40,000 Africans 

with doctorates are living outside the continent (UNESCO, 2001). Meanwhile Africa 

spends $4 billion a year on importing 100,000 expatriates from industrialized countries to 

perform tasks that could have employed thousands of Africans at a fraction of the cost 

(UNECA, 2000, 13). This $4 billion a year constitutes 35% of Official Development 

Assistance coming into the continent. Thus it is not surprising that UN reports indicate 
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that 40,000 Africans with Ph.D.s are working outside the continent and sixty percent of 

Ghanaian-trained doctors left the country in the 1980s. Or that a University of Cape 

Town study showed that skilled workers who migrated to other countries have cost South 

Africa an estimated US$7.8 billion in lost human capital (World Markets Research 

Center, 2002). The role of expatriates in Africa's underdevelopment highlights the role of 

the Northern governments and multilateral institutions that routinely reserve large 

portions of bilateral and multilateral financial assistance for expatriate "consultants." This 

preference for expatriate control of development projects sponsored by international 

agencies is demoralizing for African professionals and increases the likelihood of 

emigration.   

This paper argues that stakeholders such as governments, development agencies 

and universities need to come to terms with the reality of brain mobility in the era of 

globalization and learn how to harness the intellectual, material and financial capital of 

the African Diaspora that is embedded in the North. The challenge is to move from brain 

drain to brain gain as these itinerant intellectuals seek the best resources and conditions 

for the reproduction of knowledge. This shift from drain to gain has ample precedence in 

the historical African Diaspora1 which has long sought to influence U.S. Africa policy. 

This paper will examine two historical case studies of African Diaspora politics 

(abolitionism and the anti-apartheid movement) and one contemporary movement 

(reparations) to show how both the old and new African Diasporas have successfully 

influenced bilateral and multilateral policies in the North. It argues that these historical 

precedents should serve as models for future efforts to represent Africa at the table of 

global trade and governance. The paper ends with recommendations that governments, 
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civic organizations and institutions of higher education should consider if they are 

interested in creating policy frameworks that make it easier for the Diaspora to contribute 

to Africa's development. Before examining the case studies, however, it is necessary to 

place this discussion in the context of recent theories of black transnationalism and 

diaspora that inform this study.  

 

 

 

  

Transnationalism and diaspora 

Before urging intellectual migrants to "stay home" or "come home" African 

stakeholders need to understand the complex relationships the migrants develop with 

their old and new homes. Drained brains become active members of their new 

communities in the North while maintaining strong ties with their communities of origin 

(Zeleza, 2002). They develop relationships with family, schools and universities, 

professional and ethnic organizations. These ties cut across geographic and national 

boundaries giving rise to translocal societies without a fixed territorial definition. Basch, 

et. al. (1994) define transnationalism as “processes by which immigrants forge and 

sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together societies of origin and 

settlement,” (Basch, et. al., 1994; 6) Transnationalism is often associated with current 

migration patterns and the emergence of new communications technologies that speed up 

travel and communications (Portes, 2003; Stephens, 2003; Basch, et. al., 1994; Levitt, et. 

al., 2003). These structural transformations are credited with creating trans-nationalisms 
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that are not bound to any particular territories but operating on a global scale. These new 

nationalisms are based on kinship, economic and political ties that cut across nation-state 

boundaries. The imagined communities created are sustained by constant communication, 

travel and the maintenance of cultural and affective ties (Ebling, 2003). Recent revisions 

of transnationalism recognize that transnationalism is a new perspective on an old 

phenomenon (Portes, 2003). These revisionist scholars argue that migrants have always 

sought to maintain ties with family and friends in the homeland. The recent surge in 

interest in transnationalism merely reflects an intensification of the process instead of the 

emergence of a totally new phenomenon. This is particularly evident in the case of the 

African diaspora studies which have examined transnational black movements in great 

detail (Manning, 2003; Brock, et. al., 2003). Manning (2003) argues that African diaspora 

studies “has produced insightful advances in the historical study of interregional 

connections (pg. 488). The term "African diaspora” was developed in the 1960s by 

scholars such as George Shepperson and Joseph E. Harris who both point to a 1965 

conference of African historians in Dar es Salaam as a key moment in the emergence of 

the concept (Kilson, 1976; Harris, 1994). This new formulation of the “African diaspora” 

reframed the focus from an essentialized race-based analysis to a more nuanced 

recognition of transatlantic ties based on historical movements and renewed connections. 

Manning (2003) argues that the basic logic of African diaspora studies is “the study of 

political, social and cultural connections among historically constituted communities of 

African ancestry (pg. 490). While early studies tended to focus on the creation of the 

African diaspora, the Harris model focused on the reproduction and transformation of the 

diaspora (Harris, 1994).  In the 1990s, a new formulation “The Black Atlantic” had 
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emerged to describe the same phenomenon of transnational black identities (Gilroy, 

1993). Gilroy’s conception of the African diaspora as a “counterculture of modernity” 

focused on black intellectuals as important participants in the emergence of Western 

modernity (pgs. 25-26). Gilroy’s contribution marks a decisive shift toward a spatial 

perspective. He argues that he wants to move beyond the nation, with its temporal 

ontology, toward a spatial perspective that takes the Atlantic as “one single, complex unit 

of analysis in their discussion of the modern word and use it to produce an explicitly 

transnational and intercultural perspective (pg. 15). Gilroy’s call for a transnational 

perspective that is spatially grounded is developed by scholars like Michelle Stephens 

(2003) who argues that these new transnational approaches are creating a new interest in 

transatlantic and triangular exchange of people and goods privileging colonial racial 

formations rather than modern class formations (pg. 172). These approaches also reflect a 

turn away from temporal to spatial frameworks leading to a focus on “the process of 

identity formation that occurs when one is in transit” (pg. 172). The new language of 

transnationalism captures the ability of these migrants to live their lives across national 

borders and identify with two or more states. Some have dual citizenship and seek 

political influence in their countries of origin. This Diaspora perspective makes it 

possible to move beyond the hand wringing, recriminations and bribery that has 

characterized the "brain drain" discourse to this point. The Diaspora option proposes 

strengthening political, economic and cultural ties between African and its Diasporas 

abroad through the establishment of expatriate networks of intellectuals like doctors, 

scientists and academics. These networks facilitate the transfer of knowledge from the 

Diaspora to the continent without demanding that the migrants return home.   
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Maintaining ties with the homeland is a political act tied to the migrant's identity, 

causes of migration and ease of assimilation (Zeleza, 2003). The white migrants from 

South Africa and Zimbabwe today have the option of assimilating onto the American 

mainstream. The recent literature on whitening demonstrates that the process is ongoing 

(Roediger, 2003; Lipsitz, 1998; Jacobsen, 1999). These avenues of assimilation are 

closed to the black migrant who is immediately locked into a lower caste reserved for 

black Africans. The designation African, itself, has evolved from a strictly geographic 

definition to a racialized definition that equates "African" and "people of African 

descent" with "black" Africans. A white or colored born in South Africa or an Arab in 

Morocco is identified as "white" in the United States. They are not considered "African." 

In contrast, a dark skinned person from the United States, South America or the 

Caribbean would be considered "African American" although their ancestors were 

brought to the new world 500 years ago. More recently, of course, we have the 

introduction of new immigrants from the continent Ali Mazrui designates as "American 

Africans" (Mazrui, 1994). This represents an expansion of the designation "African" 

beyond its strictly geographic connotation to include affective associations with the 

estimated 200 million people of African descent in the Diaspora.  

The recent immigrants from the continent themselves are new to "African" 

identity. On the continent, most people live under ethnic categories like Kikuyu, Ibo, 

Hausa and Acholi. Some educated, middle-class and/or urban dwellers may see 

themselves as members of a nation like South Africa, Kenya or Tanzania. In some 

countries like South Africa, which has recently emerged from the crucible of apartheid, 

national consciousness is still strong. For most, however, “national” consciousness 
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emerges only occasionally during Independence Day celebrations, international soccer 

matches or at election time. “African” consciousness, however, is a rarity. It is in exile 

that the Nigerian-Ibo, South African-Zulu, Kenyan-Kikuyu person suddenly and 

unequivocally becomes an “African” (Nesbitt, 2002).  

What does it mean to be an African in Europe and America? The migrant quickly 

learns that the image of Africans is not pretty. It is written in the faces of obnoxious 

waitresses, the teacher who slams the door of opportunity, the policeman who treats you 

like a criminal. It is reflected in the floods of negative media images that poison people’s 

minds with racist stereotypes. Just when the migrant thought he was free of the travails of 

the African condition: he was forced to confront the indelible mark of Africanity on his 

body. He is forced to wear, explain and even defend a badge of inferiority. This 

predicament tears at his identity. It creates a duality that is the root of the existential crisis 

faced by the migrant African intellectual. The postcolonial flight away from the African 

continent ironically reinforces the worst stereotypes of Africanity. A half century later, 

Frantz Fanon’s description of the black migrant’s experience in his classic Black Skin, 

White Masks (1952) still holds true: “You are in a bar in Rouen or Strasbourg, and you 

have the misfortune to be spotted by an old drunk. He sits down at your table right way. 

‘You, African? Dakar, Rufisque, whorehouses, dames, coffee, mangoes, bananas.’ You 

stand up and leave, and your farewell is a torrent of abuse.” 

 

The anti-slavery movement 

The migration of skilled Africans to Europe and the United States has a long 

history. It can be traced back to the Atlantic slave trade when Africans transferred 
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technologies of milling devises, rice production, animal husbandry and water control for 

irrigation to the Americas (Carney, 2001; Wood, 1974). ). For decades scholars assumed 

that slavery had erased its victims’ African heritage. E. Franklin Frazier and his students, 

for instance, argued that slaves did not have a past because of the violent spatial and 

temporal dislocation caused by slavery. Recent studies, however, perceive the slaves as 

people with complex political and religious systems of their own. These intellects, habits 

of mind and indigenous knowledge systems survived the Middle Passage and became 

valuable resources in the adaptation to the new environment. The colonists were well 

aware of these skills. As Wood put it in his pioneering study on the transfer of African 

knowledge to the Americas, Black Majority, “Particular know-how, rather than lack of it, 

was one factor that made black labor attractive to English colonists” (Wood, 1974). The 

colonists knew that specific ethnic groups in West Africa had knowledge of rice 

production. This special knowledge of agriculture, however, was also used by the slaves 

to their advantage. Judith Carney, for instance, shows how maroon communities across 

Latin America depended upon rice cultivation for subsistence (Carney, 2001, 170-171). 

Carney argues further that “for slaves, this knowledge of rice cultivation presented a rare 

opportunity to negotiate the terms of their bondage to a form resembling the indigenous 

servitude they knew in West Africa (Carney, 2001, 105). These studies debunked the 

global metaphors of African marginality and European hegemony. They established that 

enslaved Africans were people with agency and that they profoundly influenced the 

evolution of the Americas. “Across the Middle Passage slaves showed the way to plant 

and process new crops introduced from Africa, to herd cattle in open range, and to 

provide techniques of weaving and dying. The trend in the subsequent centuries was to 
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erase the momentous African contribution, which scholarship is only beginning to 

recover” (Carney, 2001, 106). This consideration of the transfer of African technology to 

the Americas is only one of numerous knowledge systems that slaves introduced to the 

Americas in spite of staggering obstacles. It demonstrates that the brain drain from Africa 

is by no means new. The descendents of enslaved Africans have constructed educational, 

political, economic, and cultural connections on which the new African Diaspora can 

build. These connections have at times coalesced into transnational social movements 

that involve people of African descent on the continent and the diaspora. The earliest and 

in many ways the most remarkable of these transnational black movements was the anti-

slavery movement which created a class of organic intellectuals.   

Among these intellectuals in the Diaspora were African-born writers such as Olaudah 

Equiano, Ottobah Cuguano and Phyllis Wheatley, who were organic intellectuals in the 

Gramscian sense because they participated in an anti-slavery discourse that stripped 

Western modernity of its liberal pretensions. They are "organic" because they emerged 

from the enslaved population and were recognized as leaders in the abolitionist 

movement. They are also "intellectuals" because they produced a remarkable collection 

of written works that formed the foundation for an international, transcontinental anti-

slavery discourse. This discourse utilized the latest technology at its disposal and 

foreshadowed the civil rights movement and human rights discourse of the twentieth 

century. In addition to its vision, the anti-slavery discourse also reflected a transnational 

and transcontinental network of African intellectuals participating in the first anti-

globalization movement of modernity. The emergence of this intellectual movement 

among an enslaved population is all the more remarkable because people of African 
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descent were prohibited to read and write by law (Marable, 2000). Nevertheless, the 

abolitionists mastered the art of writing and the technology of the printing press, 

producing a stunning collection of autobiographies, pamphlets and newspapers to inform 

the world about the inhumanity of slavery from the African perspective.  Henry Louis 

Gates Jr. (1987) estimates that over one hundred ex-slaves wrote autobiographical 

narratives before the American Civil War and over six thousand told their stories through 

interviews, essays and books.  According to Gates, “[t]he black slave narrators sought to 

indict both those who enslaved them and the metaphysical system drawn upon to justify 

their enslavement.  They did so using the most enduring weapon at their disposal, the 

printing press” (1987, p. ix).   

This anti-slavery discourse was Pan African and internationalist from the outset.  Two 

Africans, Ottobah Cugoano from the Gold Coast (modern Ghana) and Olaudah Equiano, 

an Ibo from an area of west Africa now known as Nigeria, pioneered the movement 

(Thompson, 2000).  Cuguano’s Thoughts and sentiments on the evils of that wicked 

traffic slavery in human species, published in London in 1787, used a synthesis of his 

African background, Christianity and 18th century humanitarianism to expound on the 

equality of all humans.  Cuguano’s initiative was followed two years later by Olaudah 

Equiano’s 1789 autobiography, Narrative of the life of Olaudah Equiano, the African, 

which denounced the brutality of slavery and the hypocrisy of European and American 

‘civilisation’.  Both these texts had a powerful impact on the emergence of the 

abolitionist movement in Britain.  Equiano’s impassioned protest went through several 

printings and was widely read by the British ruling class.  It also made its way to the 

Americas where it had a major impact on black abolitionists who modeled their protests 
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on Equiano’s pioneering effort.  His autobiographical style, title “Narrative of the life 

of…” and his assertion, “Written by Himself” became the standard recognisable features 

of the genre as a whole.  Thus, the genre of ‘slave narratives’ emerged as a Pan African 

discourse, a literary dialogue among writers of African descent on three continents. 

These Pan African anti-slavery activists also founded a slew of anti-slavery 

newspapers including David Russwurm’s Freedom’s Journal (1827), Douglass’s North 

Star and Douglass’s Paper, that further disseminated the anti-slavery doctrine. Both the 

African American W.E.B. Du Bois and South African Sol Plaatje, for instance, wrote 

autobiographical narratives that were intertwined in the tradition of the slave narratives.  

Du Bois’s Souls of black folk (1903) clearly influenced Plaatje’s Native life in South 

Africa (1916) (Chrisman, 2000).  Both texts were eloquent denunciations of racism and 

human rights violations on both sides of the Atlantic.  Even more pertinent, Plaatje’s 

monograph was initially serialised in Du Bois’s Crisis magazine reflecting the strategic 

and ideological collaboration between Africans and African Americans that had 

characterised the abolitionist movement. 

Du Bois was probably the most accomplished appropriator of media technology to 

expose the violence of racism, colonialism and apartheid.  Du Bois left his teaching 

position at Atlanta University in 1910 to become the editor of the Crisis, which he turned 

into a formidable instrument in the struggle for human rights in the Diaspora and the 

continent.  During his tenure at the Crisis Du Bois made the magazine the definitive 

record of black people around the world and, equally important, the definitive record of 

the savagery of white racism in Africa, Europe and the Americas.  Du Bois also used his 

tenure at the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP) to 



 13

organize three Pan African conferences that were critical moments in the evolution of a 

black response to the new manifestations of white racism including segregation, 

colonialism and apartheid.  These Pan African conferences were an extension of the 

Black abolitionist movement of the 18th and 19th centuries.  Both movements used the 

printing press to disseminate their moral and humanitarian arguments against human 

rights violations. 

This precedent set by black abolitionists would be used to great effect by many 

visionary anti-racist leaders throughout the 20th century.  Marcus Garvey was a printer by 

trade who founded a newspaper called The Negro World to promote his anti-racist 

movement.  Garvey’s newspaper surpassed even Du Bois’s Crisis in sales and geographic 

distribution between 1915 and 1920.  The Negro World was distributed throughout 

Europe, the Caribbean and the African continent where colonial administrators tried to 

ban it without much success.  In France, Pan Africanists from West Africa and the 

Caribbean also promoted their human rights and anti-colonial struggle, Negritude, 

through their influential magazine Presence Africaine. On the continent, Pan Africanists 

also mastered the art of media counter-penetration.  Kwame Nkrumah, Jomo Kenyatta, 

Nnamdi Azikiwe, Julius Nyerere, Sekou Toure, all launched newspapers, journals and 

magazines in their campaigns against the racial violence perpetrated against Africans and 

people of African descent by Euro-American racism.  Thus the history of Pan African 

movements is replete with the successful appropriation of communication technology to 

expose human rights violations that accompanied slavery, colonialism and apartheid.  

These intellectuals were the pioneers of Pan Africanism, a movement that would reach 

its peak with the successful Free South Africa Movement of the 1980s (see below). These 



 14

early black intellectuals epitomize the transnational political movements formed by 

people of African descent throughout the twentieth century. There is no consensus on the 

definition of Pan Africanism, a term that has been used to describe diverse black-

solidarity movements in Africa, Europe, the United States and the Caribbean. George 

Shepperson (1962) argues that Pan Africanism with a capital "P" was a "clearly 

recognizable movement" between 1919 and 1945 with W.E.B. Du Bois as a prime mover. 

Pan Africanism with a small "p" is composed of "a group of movements, many very 

ephemeral" that were united in their quest for the liberation of people of African descent 

in Africa, Europe and the Americas.  Mildred Fierce argues that the "movement" should 

be distinguished from the "idea." The movement refers to an organized set of activities 

designed to liberate black people from racial oppression. The idea is the extent to which 

an African or racial kinship/consciousness exits among African-Americans, irrespective 

of actions. Professor W. Ofuatey-Kodjoe argues that Pan Africanism as a body of ideas 

that led to the formation of transnational political movements in the African diaspora that 

share two characteristics: "the acceptance of the oneness of all African people and a 

commitment to the betterment of all people of African descent." Expounding on these 

definitions, Ronald Walters argues that there are core values and transitory values that 

comprise the definition. The two core values are embedded in the term itself. "Pan" 

implies a belief in unity and commonalty in a specific group based on common descent 

and commitment to liberation. The second term "African" identifies the specific group 

being referred to. This group includes both continental Africans and people of African 

descent in the diaspora. Walters argues that the transitory values are those that divide the 

general group in categories and change with time. The struggle for liberation may be 
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divided into geographic, political, economic and cultural spheres. Although these 

temporal values change, the core values remain the same. These core values are the 

subject of the next two sections where we examine the trajectory of Pan Africanist 

political solidarity movements from the 1980s to the present. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Free South Africa Movement 

These Pan African ties established during the abolitionist and anticolonial 

movements were parlayed into the remarkably successful Free South Africa Movement 

of the 1980s (Nesbitt, 2004). On November 12, 1984, four prominent African American 

leaders entered the South African consulate in Washington D.C. and refused to leave 

until the South African regime dismantled apartheid and released all political prisoners. 

Randall Robinson of TransAfrica, Congressman Walter Fauntroy, Mary Frances Berry a 

member of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission, and Eleanor Holmes Norton, a law 

professor and former Carter administration official, had been invited to discuss U.S.-

South African relations with South African ambassador Bernadus G. Fourie. After 

presenting their ultimatum to the ambassador, Norton left the room to brief the 

international press while Robinson, Berry and Fauntroy remained behind and were 

arrested. These arrests were the first of 5,000 across the country and would culminate in 

the passing of the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President Ronald Reagan's 
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veto in 1986 and again in 1988. After spending a night in jail, the three announced the 

formation of the Free South Africa Movement and began daily demonstrations outside 

the embassy. The sit-ins took hold in more than two dozen other cities, including 

Chicago, New Orleans, Seattle, New York, San Francisco and Cleveland with weekly 

demonstrations at South African consulates, federal buildings, coin shops that dealt in 

gold Krugerrand coins, and businesses with South African interests. Hundreds of 

celebrities including Gloria Steinem, Harry Belafonte, Amy Carter, Detroit Mayor 

Coleman Young, Coretta Scott King, Rev. Jesse Jackson, and at least 22 Congressmen 

were arrested outside the embassy.2 The movement, which was a coalition of church, 

student, civil rights and women's groups, also spread to hundreds of college campuses 

across the county where rallies and sit-ins questioned the investment of university 

pension funds in companies that do business with South Africa. Hundreds of students 

were arrested in schools like Harvard, Columbia, UCLA, University of Wisconsin, 

Northwestern University and the University of Illinois. According to Prexy Nesbitt, a 

Chicago union organizer who headed divestment efforts in the city: 

 

In my 20 years of working on this, I have never seen such a ground swell as we 

are currently seeing.  I think one reason is that the level of  resistance in South 

Africa has never been the way it is now. I also think there has never been a point 

at which the black community and particularly the leadership of the black 

community has been as mobilized as they currently are on this issue.3  
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The Free South Africa Movement revived the 1960s coalition of black and white 

liberals, students and politicians in a united front for sanctions against South Africa. Like 

the civil rights coalition of the 1960s, the movement utilized non-violent direct action 

tactics in a remarkably successful effort to change U.S. foreign policy. It is the passage of 

the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the subsequent election of African American 

legislators led to a key turning point in the U.S. anti-apartheid movement (Nesbitt, 2004). 

Before the election of African Americans to local, state and federal government, anti-

apartheid activists were outsiders with no access to the decision-making process. It is the 

establishment of the Congressional Black Caucus in 1969 that brought the human rights 

abuses associated with apartheid to the attention of the U.S. Congress. The CBC included 

South Africa in its legislative agenda from the outset.4 The CBC was formed in 1969 by 

13 Black members of the House of Representatives to address the legislative concerns of 

Black and minority  citizens. African American representatives had increased in number 

from six in 1966 to 13 in the 1969 elections. Charles Diggs D-Illinois, the first chairman 

of the Black Caucus, made apartheid one of his top priorities and led many congressional 

inquiries into U.S. southern Africa policy that gave anti-apartheid activists the 

opportunity to address Congress on the issue.  

 Diggs's anti-apartheid activities received widespread publicity in 1970 when he 

was denied a visa to visit South Africa despite his status as a member of the U.S. House 

of Representatives. On returning to the United States, Diggs called on Congress to 

retaliate by denying visas to South African officials. He also called for UN sanctions over 

the Namibia issue, a revocation of the South African sugar quota in the US and the 

withdrawal of US investments in South Africa (Diggs, 1969). In 1971 he again visited 
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South Africa but was not allowed to visit Namibia. Diggs resigned from the United 

States' delegation to the UN in 1971 because of the Nixon-Kissinger policy of 

accommodating apartheid. He authored a sanctions bill based on the United Nations 

resolutions but could not get the members of his committee to support it. A few months 

later the Black Caucus sponsored a Howard University Conference on South Africa 

which was attended by African diplomats and representatives from liberation movements.  

In 1976, the CBC organized a meeting of 30 black leaders from church groups, 

fraternities, labor unions the NAACP and women's groups to respond to Kissinger's 

policies in southern Africa. The Black Leadership Conference endorsed an "African-

American Manifesto on Southern Africa" that called for one-man-one-vote democracy 

for the people of Rhodesia, South Africa and Namibia. The conference called for the 

establishment of a black foreign policy advocacy organization to be led by Randall 

Robinson (Robinson, 1998, 96-97). The meeting supported armed struggle in southern 

Africa and criticized the U.S. for "hypocrisy" in its support for South Africa. Robinson, 

who had been on Congressman Diggs's staff, became the president of TransAfrica with 

Mayor Richard Hatcher of Gary, Indiana, the chairman of the board.  

 TransAfrica was incorporated in Washington, D.C. on July 1, 1977. Its  mission 

was to transform United States foreign policy toward Africa and the Caribbean. From the 

outset Robinson's organization maintained a high profile in Washington, eclipsing the 

ACOA and the Washington Office on Africa which concentrated disseminating 

information to the media and public about the status of blacks in Africa. These efforts 

were largely ignored at the national level in the 1970s and early 80s. Robinson, however, 

used his connections in Washington to embarrass the U.S. government, raising the profile 
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of the new organization. In 1981 he leaked a classified government document to the press 

that outlined a framework for a new alliance called "constructive engagement" between 

the United States and the Republic of South Africa (Robinson, 1998, 133). The papers 

were drafted for Secretary of State Alexander Haig by assistant secretary of state Chester 

Crocker in preparation for a meeting with Roelof Botha. The documents detailed plans to 

"open a new chapter" in U.S. relations with South Africa in which the U.S. pledged to 

"work to end" South Africa's isolation in the international community. Thus Ronald 

Reagan's administration had announced its intention to revert to the Nixon-Kissinger 

strategy of accommodating apartheid. Jesse Helms, Barry Goldwater and Stom 

Thurmond headed key committees and were hostile to sanctions. In a 1981 Foreign 

Affairs article, Chester Crocker, assistant secretary of state, detailed the administration's 

determination to work with the Boers through what he called "constructive engagement."5 

Reagan declared South Africa an ally in the Cold War struggle to contain communism 

and reversed President Carter's efforts at isolating apartheid. South African security was 

placed at the center U.S. foreign policy in Southern Africa. Administration members 

believed that Soviet aggression in Southern Africa was increasing and focused on the 

presence of Cuban troops in Angola. They escalated CIA-backed proxy wars in Southern 

Africa, funneling hundreds of millions of dollars to South Africa-backed UNITA rebels 

in Angola and Renamo guerillas in Mozambique. In essence, the United States used all its 

power to maintain white supremacy in South Africa.  

 One of the most important elements in the success of the antiapartheid movement 

in getting the United States to impose sanctions on South Africa was the strong resistance 

to apartheid in the OAU and within South Africa itself. With the liberation of Zimbabwe 
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and the Portuguese colonies in the 1970s, the struggle against apartheid took on an 

international character with the African National Congress, the South African Communist 

Party and the Pan Africanist Congress finding refuge in what became known as the 

Frontline States --Zimbabwe, Zambia, Botswana, Mozambique and Angola. The 

Organization of African Unity had declared the elimination of apartheid as one of its 

most important objectives at its founding in 1963. The OAU and the Frontline States also 

provided African nationalists in South Africa with critical logistical and monetary 

resources. At the United Nations, African countries organized an international sanctions 

campaign that made South Africa the pariah of the world only to be frustrated by the veto 

power of the United States and Britain. Nevertheless by the 1980s most of the world, 

with the exception of Western Europe and the United States, had imposed some form of 

sanctions on South Africa for its racist policies. Throughout this period, the United 

Nations General Assembly was divided between the white nations who supported 

apartheid and the non-white former colonies (and the Soviet Union) who opposed 

apartheid. Thus African American legislators were in a critical position in the 1980s to 

influence United States policies and bring them in line with Africa and the rest of the 

world. As the most powerful nation in the world and South Africa's major business and 

political partner, the U.S. was critical to the international sanctions campaign.   

 The antiapartheid movement had always maintained a close connection with the 

internal struggle for liberation in South Africa. With the emergence of the CBC and 

TransAfrica, and the liberation of most African countries from European colonialism, this 

relationship was strengthened at the highest levels. In the 1980s the FSAM reflected a 

violent uprising against apartheid in South Africa itself that brought into American homes 
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pictures of daily clashes between unarmed protesters and armed police. The catalyst for 

this resurgence in activism on both sides of the Atlantic was the unveiling of a new 

constitution in South Africa in Sept. 3, 1984 giving 800,000 Indians and 2.5 million 

"coloreds" their own legislatures while still excluding the 23 million black majority from 

power. The constitution was met by a massive rent strike by blacks in Sharpesville, a 

black ghetto outside Johannesburg and sparked demonstrations and rioting that claimed 

hundreds of lives.6 Within weeks, the regime had arrested virtually all the black trade 

union leaders. The United Nations deliberated on a resolution condemning the arrests. 

Although the resolution passed unanimously, the United States abstained. The 

antiapartheid community was outraged at the hypocrisy of the United States government 

which claimed to oppose apartheid yet continued to protect the regime in international 

forums. Robinson, who was then the president of TransAfrica, decided to launch a direct 

action campaign to force the United States to impose sanctions against the apartheid 

regime (Robinson, 1998, 147).  

 Robinson, D.C. Congressman Walter Fauntroy, Mary Frances Berry and Eleanor 

Holmes Norton, a prominent law professor and future D.C. Congresswoman, decided to 

stage a sit-in at the South African ambassador's office. They sought a meeting with the 

ambassador, Bernadus G. Fourie who had them arrested after they refused to leave his 

office. The FSAM re-introduced the civil rights era direct-action style to the anti-

apartheid movement and to the foreign policy arena. The FSAM was a coalition of 

elected officials, student, civil rights and church groups, labor unions and other anti-

apartheid organizations. It revived the old liberal coalition of the civil rights era, that had 

split into smaller factions around issues like peace, environmentalism and feminism in 
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the 1970s, with a remarkable consensus on the issue of sanctions against South Africa. 

For over a year, the FSAM orchestrated the arrests of over 5,000 people outside South 

African embassy and other sites across the country.  

 This period of heightened activism and the escalation of the black resistance 

within South Africa set the stage for the passage of the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid 

Act of 1986.  Authored by Congressman Ron Dellums, who succeeded Diggs as the 

chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus, the CAAA was the climax of 40 years of 

antiapartheid activism in the United States. The legislation required South Africa to 

repeal of emergency laws; respect for the principle of equal justice before the law; release 

of black political prisoners; and allow the black majority to participate in the political 

process or face comprehensive economic sanctions. The CAAA brought the United States 

in line with the United Nations resolutions that had called for economic sanctions against 

South Africa from 1965. The passage of the CAAA in 1986 and the strengthening of the 

act in 1988 over the veto of President Ronald Reagan marks a watershed in the 

antiapartheid movement. The passage of CAAA demonstrated the growing power of the 

Congressional Black Caucus and its close relationship with antiapartheid organizations 

around the country. It is quite clear that without pressure from black members of 

Congress, and the direct action activities of the state, city and college activists, the United 

States would never have imposed sanctions against South Africa. The second Sanctions 

Bill sponsored by Ron Dellums imposed new, tougher sanctions on South Africa on 

August 11, 1988. The Los Angeles Times described the bill in a Page 1 story as "far more 

radical than the sanctions that Congress imposed against South Africa two years ago over 

President Reagan veto" and as a bill that would "virtually halt trade and cancel all U.S. 
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investments in South Africa." Republicans like Bob Dole and Newt Gingrich opposed the 

measure on grounds that it would hurt black South Africans and increase the 

determination of the white minority to remain in power. The bill forced U.S. oil 

companies to dispose of their investments in South Africa; required US companies to 

divest in 180 days and imposed an import ban on all South African goods except strategic 

minerals.  

 Although the antiapartheid movement was a coalition of groups across the nation, 

its heart was in Washington with the Congressional Black Caucus, TransAfrica and the 

FSAM at the center. It is the collaboration between the CBC and citizens groups like 

FSAM and TransAfrica that forced Congress to impose sanctions against South Africa. 

Prior to the emergence of the CBC, antiapartheid organizations were limited to 

disseminating information to the media and the public without having any impact on the 

Congress where decisions were being made. With the election of African American 

legislators following the Voting Rights Act of 1965, however, the antiapartheid 

movement acquired important allies in Congress and moved to a different level. The CBC 

itself also recognized the need for a partnership between black legislators and activists in 

the effort to change domestic and foreign policies. This need stemmed from the fact that 

CBC initiatives like sanctions against South Africa were not likely to be sponsored by 

corporations or the traditional lobby organizations that control interest group politics in 

Washington. Thus the CBC was involved in the formation of advocacy organizations like 

TransAfrica and the Free South Africa Movement as an alternative source of influence 

and power. This collaboration between legislators and activists was the key to the 

transformation of U.S. foreign policy toward South Africa.  
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Reparations and transformation 

Like the anti-apartheid movement of the 1980s, which forced the West to 

acknowledge that apartheid was a "crime against humanity", the African reparations 

campaign is gaining momentum and transforming human rights discourse on the global 

public sphere. Led by African and African American intellectuals, the black reparations 

campaign raises critical moral and ethical questions about human responsibility and 

restitution that the North has refused to acknowledge despite the efforts of 19th century 

abolitionists and 20th century anti-colonial, anti-apartheid and civil rights activists. The 

reparations campaign is led by the same intellectuals and organizations that led the anti-

apartheid movement. Randall Robinson, Ronald Walters, Ali Mazrui, William Fletcher 

and a host of other Black intellectuals were involved in both the anti-apartheid and 

reparations movements. Randall Robinson, for instance, who was the founding president 

of TransAfrica, galvanized the reparations movement with his bestselling 1999 

masterpiece, The Debt: What America Owes Blacks. This text is largely responsible for 

the popularization of the reparations argument beyond the academic and legal 

professions. Thus there is a continuity between the anti-apartheid and reparations 

movements that reflects the evolution of the politics of the African Diaspora.  

This transnational political project was demonstrated once again at the World 

Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance 

held in Durban, South Africa from August 31 to September 7, 2001. At the conference, 

delegates from Africa and the Diaspora came together to demand that the West 
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acknowledge that slavery and colonialism were crimes against humanity with serious 

contemporary effects that require reparatory compensation. Despite resistance from the 

United States, the conference adopted a declaration that acknowledged slavery and the 

slave trade were “crimes against humanity” and “should always have been so.” The 

resolution also acknowledged the wrongs of slavery and colonialism and recommended 

that the international community take measures to alleviate the impact of these crimes. 

The declaration fell far short of the African demand for an explicit apology and 

reparations for the enslavement of millions of Africans, the bloody colonization of the 

continent, cancellation of illegitimate debt and the return of Africa’s material and cultural 

treasures. Nevertheless, the acknowledgement that slavery and colonialism are crimes 

against humanity provides the international reparations movement with a foundation on 

which to build the case.  

Since the WCAR, the black reparations movement has gained considerable 

momentum. Activists have adopted legal, political and mass movement strategies.  A 

follow-up conference, the African and African Descendants’ World Conference Against 

Racism held in Barbados in October 2002, demonstrates the strength of the mass-

movement strategy. The conference, which attracted over 500 participants, discussed 

lawsuits against France, England, Portugal and Germany, AIDS and affirmative action. 

The conference resulted in the formation of a Pan African Movement to deal with issues 

ranging from racial profiling to poverty and reparations for slavery, colonialism and 

apartheid (Wilkinson, 2002). Participants agreed to form a Pan African Movement and 

initiate lawsuits against Britain, Germany, France and Belgium, to be followed by suits 

against Portugal, Spain and Holland. 
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The movement showed both its strengths and weaknesses at the Bridgetown 

conference. On the plus side was its mobilization of hundreds of participants from all 

parts of the world to discuss the issue of reparations. This mobilization and formation of a 

pan-African organization to facilitate communication and collaboration among activists 

in different parts of the world demonstrates the growing maturity of the movement. On 

the minus side was the tendency of activists to indulge in tangential gestures that had 

little practical value. This was evident in the majority floor vote calling for the expulsion 

of non-Africans from the conference. The vocal and organized Afro-British and African-

American delegations demanded the vote, but the motion was carried at an unacceptable 

cost, resulting in the loss of delegates from Cuba, South Africa and Colombia who could 

not accept the decision despite their African heritage. Given the minuscule presence of 

non-Africans at the conference, this vote was self-indulgent at best.  

The legal strategy has been the most successful in obtaining reparations for people 

of African descent in the short run. These lawsuits have spread from the United States to 

Haiti, Kenya and Jamaica. In 1999, lawyer Alexander Pires won $1 billion for 24,000 

black families who charged discrimination by the Department of Agriculture. According 

to Pires (2000), the U.S. Department of Agriculture provided no loans to African 

American farmers until 1997. “Ninety-five percent of all farm loans went to white 

farmers. And until the 1960s, the USDA had a special section called Negro Loans, which 

ensured that black applicants were rejected. It’s amazing” (Harper’s, 2000).  In March 

2002, a reparations lawsuit was filed against Aetna, CSI and Providence Bank, along with 

100 other companies, charging that they had profited from slavery (Cox, 2002).  Also 

planning class-action lawsuits is a group of high-powered lawyers led by civil rights 
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attorney Johnnie Cochran and Harvard University law professor Charles Ogletree.  The 

precedent for these lawsuits is the $6 billion settlement won by the World Jewish 

Congress on behalf of Holocaust slave laborers (New Statesman, 24 July 2000).  

The reparations movement in Kenya and its supporters abroad have pursued 

reparations from Britain for three types of crimes against humanity: injury and death 

caused by army land mines; widespread rape by British army soldiers near Dol Dol, 

Isiolo and Archers Post since the 1970s (Walter 2003; 23); and atrocities committed 

during the anti-colonial war of independence in the 1950s (McGee 2003; 8).  

Kenyan pastoralists won a $7 million (4 million pounds) reparations settlement 

against the British Ministry of Defense in November 2002 (Harding 2002; 1). Hundreds 

of herdsmen, many of them women and children, were killed or maimed by British 

munitions at a firing range in Kenya. Encouraged by the settlement, 300 Maasai women 

and 15 boys who live near a British Army training base have sued the British army for 

widespread rape and sexual assault (BBC, 10 June 2003).  

Kenyan war veterans are also seeking reparations from the British government for 

atrocities committed during the war of independence, 1952-1956. During the war the 

British put 80,000 Africans in concentration camps (Edgerton, 192). These camps were 

brutal death traps where British officials were accused of beating and castrating Africans. 

Among the well-known atrocities were the "Hola Massacre" on 3 March 1959 when 85 

prisoners at the Hola Detention Camp refused to work: 11 were beaten to death and 20 

hospitalized with severe injuries (Edgerton, 196). The Lari Massacre of 26 March 1953 

when British security forces killed an estimated 500 men, women and children, burned 
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200 homes and maimed 1,000 cattle (Edgerton, 79; Sorrenson, 1967, 100; Muchai 1973, 

23; and Wachanga 1975, 60).  

In Jamaica, lawyers served a writ on Queen Elizabeth when she visited Kingston 

in February 2002 (Wilkinson, 2002).  France is also being targeted because it forced Haiti 

to pay 150 million francs as compensation for French property lost during the slave 

uprising that led to the first Black republic in the West. Although these reparations 

lawsuits are critical components of the movement, they need to be placed in perspective. 

Single-issue class action lawsuits only benefit the parties affected by the particular crime 

against humanity.  While it is critical that the Kenyan victims of detention, torture, 

castration and confiscation receive compensation, their case would be immeasurably 

strengthened by a formal association with similar suits in Jamaica, the United States and 

Namibia. This collaboration would allow the aggrieved to share experiences and 

collaborate on the broader challenge of restoring Africa to its rightful place as an equal in 

global affairs.  

A third strategy is the political campaign for reparations that seeks to convince 

governments to acknowledge their role in human rights violations and provide 

compensation for property and lives lost. The role of government has been prominent 

during periods of reconstruction after major wars, genocide, and other mass human rights 

violations.  Union Army General William Tecumseh Sherman’s Field Order #15, for 

instance, required military officers to provide black families with forty-acre plots on 

former slave plantations as compensation for unpaid labor. On 11 March 1867 Thaddeus 

Stevens of Pennsylvania introduced H.R. 29, which called for redistribution of former 

slave plantations among the freed slaves.  President Andrew Johnson reversed Sherman’s 
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field order and vetoed H.R. 29.  One hundred and nineteen years later, Representative 

John Conyers of Michigan introduced H.R. 891 in the 104th Congress, calling for a 

commission to be established to study the question of reparations.  Despite the 

conservative tenor of its request, by contrast with Stevens’s call for redistribution of 

property, Conyers’s mild proposal received little support, and as a result has yet to make 

it out of committee.  

On 4 May 1994, the State of Florida passed the Rosewood Compensation Act, 

acknowledging the state’s responsibility for failing to prevent a massacre of the black 

town’s residents in a white rampage in 1923 (Brooks, 1999). The pogrom lasted for days, 

leading to charges that the state of Florida could have intervened and saved lives and 

property. The Rosewood Compensation Act provided compensation of up to $150,000 

for victims and their families (a total of $7 million), and established scholarships for 

minority students with preference given to Rosewood residents (Brooks, 1999).  

Reconstruction after colonial rule in Africa sometimes involved land-

redistribution schemes that resembled General Sherman’s field order.  In Kenya, British 

settlers were forced to vacate Kikuyuland after a ten-year guerrilla war, but not before 

they had been  “compensated” for land taken by force from African peasants.  The British 

also secured a promise from Kenya’s first African President, Jomo Kenyatta, that he 

would not pursue compensation claims for war crimes.  A similar agreement between 

Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe and the British in 1980 failed to materialize, leading to the 

current crisis as war veterans attempt to take back their lands from settlers. 

In Brazil and Colombia, people of African descent continue to seek title to lands 

they have occupied for hundreds of years. In 2000, Brazil’s Congress voted that residents 
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of Quilombos in northeastern Brazil should receive title deeds to lands they had occupied 

– in some cases since the 15th century, when Africans created independent communities 

of fugitive slaves. Afro-Colombians also received titles to lands occupied by former 

slaves, but have been displaced by right-wing paramilitary gangs linked to the Colombian 

military.  The Afro-Colombians had the misfortune to occupy land near oilfields and 

mineral deposits.  Massacres and forced displacement are pulling the population out by 

the roots.  According to Mary Jo McConahay, the Chocó province on the Pacific, home to 

400,000 people, has been hard-hit by the Colombian war.  The area is the source of 

mineral deposits critical to the aerospace and nuclear industries; of oil, gold, and silver; 

and of most of the timber felled in Colombia.  In l998, Afro-Colombian Governor Luis 

Murillo declared Chocó off-limits to all armed groups, including the army.  Within 

months, courts stripped him of office, and he was kidnapped and held by a death-squad in 

Bogota.  He escaped, and is now living in exile in Washington, D.C. (McConahay, 2002).  

The biggest challenge for the growing movement is to develop a global structure 

that will bring together different parts of the movement for dialogue and development of 

a global vision and strategy for reparations.  There is no doubt, for instance, that the mass 

kidnapping and deportation of millions from the African continent is at the core of the 

reparations claims of all parties, be they from the Caribbean, South America, the United 

States or even the African continent itself.  This global trade in Africans and the products 

of their labor also underpins the second pillar of the reparations campaign, which is the 

claim that the West received unjust riches from the centuries of unpaid labor of Africans 

and their descendants in the Diaspora.  Africans and people of African descent in the 

Diaspora were and continue to be targeted as a racial group, not as individuals.  Slavery, 
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Jim Crow laws, apartheid and colonialism created a racial caste system that continues to 

determine the life-chances of people of African descent, based primarily on their color.  

Thus a pan-African effort is imperative if the campaign is to encompass the global 

implications of slavery and its legacies of segregation, colonialism and global apartheid. 

These efforts at the national and international levels are commendable, but they 

require a more developed critique of capitalism, and thus a strategy to tie the campaigns 

to the global anti-capitalist movements.  These movements would be natural allies of the 

reparations movement, if the issue were framed as part of a multifaceted attack on race 

and class oppression, instead of centering itself on calls for an apology and a paycheck.  

Reparations must be seen not as an end, but as a means to achieve a more equitable 

distribution of wealth and power, the creation of a democratic culture, and the 

dismantling of structures of global apartheid. As Robin Kelley (2002) puts it: “The 

reparations campaign, despite its potential contribution to eliminating racism and 

remaking the world, can never be an end in itself.  Money and resources are always 

important, but a new vision and new values cannot be bought.  And without at least a 

rudimentary criticism of the capitalist culture that consumes us, even reparations can 

have disastrous consequences” (Kelley, 2002, p. 133). 

 

Conclusions and Policy recommendations 

The contributions of migrant African intellectuals to the development of Africa 

need to be examined in the context of predatory capitalism. How can a migrant 

intellectual have an impact on African life beyond the transitory act of sending 

remittances for siblings’ school fees? The reality is that Africans in the Diaspora need to 
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take the initiative to build these networks of highly skilled immigrants. Such diaspora 

driven initiatives are already present, as we have seen above. The anti-apartheid 

movement in particular serves as an example of a successful campaign to change the 

foreign policy of the United States on behalf of Africans. All three movements 

(abolitionism, the Free South Africa Movement and the Pan African Reparations 

Movement) transformed the concept of human rights, expanding its scope to include 

people of African descent. African abolitionists used the media at their disposal to 

advance a particular perspective on the anti-slavery movement that included demands for 

equality and human rights. White abolitionists were against slavery as an system but not 

necessarily supporters of equality. By expanding the concept of human rights, these black 

abolitionists were actively participating in the construction of modernity. The anti-

apartheid movement moved this process forward by forcing the west to acknowledge that 

apartheid was a “crime against humanity.” In many ways the anti-apartheid movement 

evolved along with the human rights discourse that characterized the post-World War II 

period. Apartheid was discussed at the first General Assembly of the United Nations and 

at the adoption of the International Convention on Human Rights. From 1948-1986 the 

United States, United Kingdom and their allies in the West supported racial 

discrimination in South Africa by vetoing and circumventing international sanctions. It is 

the politics of the African Diaspora reflected in TransAfrica, the Free South Africa 

Movement and the Congressional Black Caucus that forced the United States to change 

its foreign policy toward South Africa. This political project is evident in the current 

reparations campaign that has mobilized the same forces that led the campaign against 

apartheid. These movements demonstrate that it is possible to build an African 
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constituency in the West and have an impact on the policies of global superpowers like 

the United States. These precedents should serve as models for future politics of the 

African Diaspora. The following recommendations are based on the examples of the 

politics of the African Diaspora outlined above.  

 

Recommendations: 

1. Northern governments and development agencies need to stop insisting on 

hiring foreign expatriates. On the African side, regulations need to be put 

in place to ensure that multilateral and bilateral development agencies seek 

expertise from the local population first before turning to émigrés from the 

same country who may be working abroad. This would restore the 

confidence of the intellectuals in the development model and encourage 

positive contributions.  

2.  Governments need to create enabling conditions that give citizens abroad 

the confidence to invest at home. One of the key prerequisites for capacity 

building is the availability of accurate and properly managed information. 

In this context, diplomatic missions abroad have an important role to play 

in harnessing the African expertise. Many Africans feel that their 

countries’ missions do not represent their interests. Missions should serve 

as centers of resource and information management. Mission web pages 

should provide Africans abroad with space for citizens abroad to register 

and find information on compatriots with similar expertise and interests, 

government initiatives and areas of critical need.  
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3. Africans abroad should be allowed to hold dual citizenship. Many 

immigrants need to become citizens of their host countries so as to 

maximize their potential. This does not constitute disloyalty of 

opportunism as some have claimed. On the contrary, it allows the émigrés 

to become transmigrants, able to contribute to both the host and sending 

societies. Many immigrants, for instance, plan to retire in their “home” 

countries. Dual citizenship allows the immigrants to commit their time and 

resources with the knowledge that they can participate in the policy 

making process like any other citizen.  

4. African scholars need to use information technology to make their 

expertise available to African students through distance education. The 

African Virtual University based in Nairobi, Kenya, for instance, is 

building an excellent infrastructure for this transfer of expertise. Giving 

students in Africa access to online courses taught in Europe or the United 

States could mitigate the impact of Structural Adjustment Programs that 

left libraries in African universities without books and journals. 

5. Both academics and professionals like medical practitioners and 

development specialists could coordinate their schedules so that they 

spend short periods of time on the continent working on specific projects. 

The terms of such service provision can be worked out with local 

institutions and state agencies. Kenyan doctors working abroad, for 

instance, could arrange to spend one or two months a year providing 

training and service in the country’s teaching hospitals. 
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Background 

 

Since the late 1950s, symbolism has been a distinctive feature of 

Zambia’s internal politics and the country’s participation in international 

relations.  The founding president of Zambia, Kenneth David Kaunda, 

has been known within his country and abroad for his white 

handkerchief as a symbol of his personal commitment to peace and non-

violence.  In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Kaunda adorned himself (as 

did his close friend, Simon Mwansa Kapwepwe) with a brightly coloured 

toga to symbolise a search for change in Zambia’s political economy.  

This was probably an influence from Kwame Nkrumah, the radical pan-

Africanist who was the first president of Ghana.   

 

After the attainment of Zambia’s independence on 24th October 1964, 

Kaunda shed off the toga and adopted the Safari Suit with multicoloured 

scarves around the neck.  On Zambia’s national emblem, the Safari suit 

is in the form of a pair of shorts which represented the attire of the 
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majority of Zambian workers.  Kaunda is a vegetarian partly because of 

his hatred of racial discrimination and white priviledge which were 

strongly entrenched in colonial Northern Rhodesia.  

Thus, the founding leadership of independent Zambia introduced 

political symbols into Zambia’s domestic and international politics which 

were strongly opposed to institutions, policies and practices of apartheid 

in South Africa between 1948 and 1992.  

 

Kaunda’s assertion in 1962 that ‘Zambia shall be free’1  was a simple 

statement of fact and also metaphoric.  In the context of pan-Africanist 

view of decolonization in Africa, Zambia was not yet free for as long as 

apartheid in South Africa and minority rule in Southern Africa continued 

to Survive.  Still, neo-colonialism with its chameleon features such as 

globalisation, it is a valid claim to make that ‘Zambia shall be free’.  

Scholars of Zambia’s domestic and Southern African regional relations 

remarked on the country’s geometric shape.  Her kidney shape or 

butterfly shape was a result of European scramble in Southern and 

Central Africa.  Geography contributed to shaping Zambia’s attitude to 

white minority rule in Southern Africa, because soon after attaining its 

independence, it was the only country in Africa with many theatres of 

war on its borders2.  FRELIMO was active in Tete Province (in the north 

western Mozambique) which bordered on Zambia’s Eastern and Lusaka 

Provinces.  The Zambezi, as a boundary between Zambia and Zimbabwe 
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was not an insurmountable obstacle for the liberation movement in 

Zimbabwe.  SWAPO was active on Zambia’s border along the Capriv 

Strip.  Finally, the boundary with Angola in the northwest had many 

groups of liberation movements operating there.  Thus, Zambia was 

strategically and dangerously positioned for the liberation struggle in 

Zambia.  However, Zambia’s involvement with the liberation movements 

in the neighbouring countries and the anti-apartheid movement in South 

was not a dictation of geography.  Zambia’s support for the liberation 

struggles in Southern Africa was a deliberate decision of the founding 

leadership of independent Zambia.  Among several resources, symbols 

and strategies used in the liberation of Zambia from colonial rule and 

forging internal unity were used to fight racial discrimination in 

Southern Africa.3 

 

The central purpose of this study is to examine some of the strategies the 

Zambian leadership used in mobilizing Zambians to participate in the 

Anti-Apartheid Movement and liberation struggles generally in Southern 

Africa.  In Zambia, there was an Anti-apartheid Movement which was a 

continuation of the country’s struggle for independence. The Anti-

Apartheid Movement in Zambia was integrated in a general and national 

support for armed decolonisation in the region.  This paper is therefore a 

preliminary study of popular or grassroots participation in the Anti-

Apartheid Movement in particular and the liberation struggles directed at 
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minority and racists regimes in Southern Africa.  This preliminary study 

is presented in two main sections.  In the first section, the paper 

examined how the nationalist leadership consolidated independence 

through a sustained deployment of programmes for a popular movement.  

This process included attacking remnants or vestiges of racial 

discrimination and colonialism.  The Zambian leadership was sensitive to 

the opportunity of creating non-racial and stable democracy which could 

reduce fears of black domination.  The second section of the paper deals 

with student protests at the University of Zambia which were directed at 

supporting the liberation struggles in Southern Africa.  Here, I have used 

some information from a few former students f the University of Zambia 

who were affected by the student’s protests.  Limited personal testimony 

has also been used.  This data is limited but its value lies in its 

qualitative nature.  Three of my informants were student leaders, while 

four other sources remember the demonstrations because of painful 

experiences caused by the Zambian police and paramilitary personnel.4  

 

People of Zambia in the Frontline States 

 

Zambia’s history of decolonisation and widespread incidents of racial 

arrogance influenced the growth of Anti-Apartheid feelings in the 

country.  The immediate background was that Malawi and Zambia had 

forced the British Government to abandon the Federation of Rhodesia 
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and Nyasaland after ten years since its creation as a strategy to 

surrender power to a minority Kith and Kin in Central Africa, especially 

in Zimbabwe.  The early years of Zambia’s independence witnessed 

frequent racial tensions of various kinds who were concentrated in the 

mining industry on the Copperbelt and along the farming belt between 

Livingstone and Mkushi. Because most white people had not accepted 

Black rule in Zambia, the country ranked second to Britain between 

1964 and 1968 as a source of white immigrants to South Africa.  Richard 

Sklar noted that racist elements meant that there was an ‘enemy within 

the country.5  White people dominated in all key and sensitive 

employment sectors including the army, the police and the secret service.  

Racially instigated strikes and sabotage were common. When it was 

convenient, the president used his prerogative to replace white workers 

in sensitive employment as he did in June 1966 when Kaunda retired 

several senior police officers.  With most of these people settling in 

colonial Zimbabwe and South Africa, they were highly prized acquisitions 

by apartheid South Africa and other minority regimes in the region. 

 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, the youth wing of the ruling 

party, United National Independence Party (UINP) and Secondary School 

Students often demonstrated against racial practices and racist 

utterances.  In part, this was a continuation of a country-wide student 

protest of 1959 and 1960.  The secondary schools involved in 1959 and 
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1960 included Fort Jameson Trades School (now Chizongwe Technical 

Secondary School) in Eastern Province, Munali Secondary School in 

Lusaka Province and Chiwala Secondary School in the Copperbelt 

Province.  These protests after 1964 were spontaneous and were not 

coordinated beyond a single institution or geographical area.   For 

example, at Katete Secondary School some students organised a social 

function on 11 November 1967 with the approval of their teachers, a 

majority of whom were whites from South Africa.  Katete Secondary 

School was managed by the Reformed Christian Church in Zambia, a 

name adopted after independence for the Dutch Reformed Christian 

Church which had started operating in Eastern Zambia in 1894.  the 

social event was interrupted by other students who accused the 

organizers of commemorating the second anniversary of the Unilateral 

Declaration of Independence (UDI) in Rhodesia.6  Thus, there was a 

widespread anti-racist background in many parts of Zambia and in many 

social groups upon which Zambia built her policies as a state actor in 

regional politics against apartheid. 

 

Zambia’s membership of the Frontline States came through choices she 

made in dealing with racist regimes in Southern Africa which subjected 

over thirty million Africans to some of the worst forms of violence against 

humanity.  Zambia’s choices were primarily, and initially, tested over 

dealings with Rhodesia after UDI.  Richard L. Sklar remarked in 1968 
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that ‘of the various confrontations which have occurred between these 

regimes and the independent African states, that between Rhodesia and 

Zambia has been the most complex and has called for the most 

imaginative exercise of statecraft’.7 

 

This was the case in at least four directions.  First, the decision of 

Zambian nationalists to reject the federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland 

expected a transfer of power from a small white population to the 

majority Black population in Rhodesia.  Second, Zambia’s dealings with 

Britain following UDI demonstrated the necessity of ‘high principles’8 

because politics of Kin and Kith, international capital and western 

ideology lacked simple morality and straightforward commitment to 

human rights. Third, Rhodesia was a challenge about how to deal with 

South Africa.  Fourth, Rhodesia was a simple litmus test of breaching 

international law and Zambia would thus be justified in supporting 

armed liberation in five of Zambia’s eight neighbours. 

 

In resolving UDI and in dealing with the whole question of racist and 

minority rule in Southern Africa, Zambia strengthened her anti-

apartheid stance in two critical stages.  First, in 1969 the adoption of the 

Lusaka Manifesto on Southern Africa provided direction and also gave 

Zambia an opportunity to assert her values in international politics.  

Zambia’s view was that the Lusaka Manifesto provided two options on 
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how to eliminate racist based governance in Southern Africa, namely, 

negotiation and the use of violence as the last course of action.9  Several 

criticised the Lusaka Manifesto and some in the liberation movements 

felt seriously betrayed.10 

 

The second phase emerged in the mid 1970s.  In what looked like a stage 

drama in 1975 and 1976 Kaunda and Vorster (prime minister of South 

Africa) held divergent views about the nature of their contacts, and what 

should be the international position on how to resolve racial tension in 

Southern Africa.  Building on the Lusaka Manifesto, Zambia’s leadership 

sought ‘talks about talks’ or exploratory contacts between Black Africa 

and minority racist leaders.  In contrast, South Africa asserted that 

dialogue and détente had started and needed to be formalised as the way 

to resolve racist intransigence and democratisation11.  Zambia fiercely 

denounced South Africa’s Claim because ‘the philosophies of Zambia and 

South Africa on the question of the dignity of man are so divergent that it 

would be impossible on Zambia’s part to imagine any possibility of 

dialogue with South Africa.  No mater what an African’s position, he 

would be just a nigger to Vorster.12 

 

Against the background of the controversy over whether or not 

accommodation was possible with apartheid and racist governments in 

South Africa, what became known as Frontline States first met in 
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Lusaka, 7-10 November 1974.13  Initially this was an informal 

organization of key Black States in Southern Africa who sought to 

coordinate policies on racist rule in the region.  Among major 

achievements in the late 1970s was an agreement at the Commonwealth 

Summit in Lusaka in August 1979 for Britain to restore its responsibility 

on Zimbabwe and guide negotiations over transition.  Since the Lusaka 

Manifesto in 1969, there had emerged an anticipation that resolution to 

apartheid in South Africa would follow the end of minority rule in Angola, 

Mozambique, Rhodesia and South Africa’s withdrawal from Namibia.  

Indeed South Africa supported racist states because they were her 

cordon sanitaire in her self-appointed duty of being guardian of western 

civilization in Southern Africa. 

 

Zambia’s and Kaunda’s leadership in the Frontline States emerged partly 

because of unified support in Zambia.  As noted earlier, Zambia’s 

decolonisation partly focused on an enemy which regrouped on Zambia’s 

borders.  Kaunda and his party sought national unity partly as a strategy 

to face a racist enemy in southern Africa who had subjugated thirty 

million Africans.  The same charm, tactics and principles Kaunda had 

used to unite Zambians against Colonial rule, he also deployed against 

apartheid in South Africa.  He waved his white handkerchief and sang 

Zambians into a social movement against apartheid and racist 

governance.  He sang: 
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  Tiyende pamodzi ndimtima umo! 

  Tiyende pamodzi ndimtima umo. 

 

  Amayi tiyenemwe 

Limbani moyo 

Limbani moyo 

Tiyende pamodzi ndimtima umo 

Ayusi tiyenemwe! 

Limba moyo 

Limba moyo 

Tiyende pamodzi ndimtima umo. 

 

Tiwoloke Zambezi ndimtima umo ! 

Tiwoloke Zambezi ndimtima umo ! 

 

Tiwoloke Limpopo ndimtima umo! 

Tiwoloke Limpopo ndimtima umo! 

 

This is an enduring Song because of its relevance to the struggle for 

independence in Zambia; relevance to post-colonial unification of Zambia 

and relevance to popular mobilisation against any form of dictatorship14.  

This is a song for peace and a war cry.  It calls women and young people 

to join a social movement for unification and to eliminate racist 
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governance south of the Zambezi and beyond the Limpopo.  The Song 

stands as a symbol of Kaunda’s effective mobilization and courage.  The 

song also represented radical intellectualism. 

 

Zambian intellectuals in the anti-apartheid movement   

 

The role of intellectuals in politics and in social movements in general 

has attracted much attention in many parts of Africa15. In fact, it is 

intellectuals who refined anti- colonial resistance and created a 

nationalist movement in Zambia16 Just as there was no unified strategy 

among nationalists, Zambian intellectuals were by no means united in 

their approach to apartheid in South Africa and to minority racist rule in 

general in Southern Africa. Kaunda and government leaders represented 

Zambian nationalist development and the painful legacy of British 

neglect justified a huge expansion of education facilities. This included 

the establishment of the University of Zambia17. In a brilliant historical 

study of the University of Zambia, Bizeck J. Phiri documented “student 

politics and the challenge to authority” at the University of Zambia 

between 1965 and 2000.18  The present discussion will briefly examine 

the divergent positions students of the University of Zambia and the 

Government of Zambia took on South Africa in 1971 and on Angola in 

February 1976. 
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On the 15th July 1971, the Government of Zambia closed the University 

of Zambia because students had demonstrated at the French Embassy in 

Lusaka.  Earlier that year, the French Government had sold to South 

Africa a licence to manufacture military jets despite a standing UN ban 

on such transactions because of the apartheid system of South Africa.  

In a personal communication, Professor Lazarus M. Miti stated that the 

French Club at the University of Zambia was the first to demonstrate at 

the French Embassy at the town centre in Lusaka19.  Students studying 

French at the University and who were members of the Club felt betrayed 

by a country whose culture they tried to learn through studying the 

French language.  The French club felt that France played double 

standards by promoting the French language and the French culture in 

Zambia while at the same time arming a regime which oppressed black 

people and had threatened Zambia for being opposed to apartheid.  They 

saw France as colluding with Zambia’s enemy. 

 

The leadership of the Student Union (UNZASU) felt that the issue was 

broader than the students learning French at UNZA had conveniently 

defined it.  UNZASU called for a demonstration and thus spread to the 

British High Commission over its policies towards Rhodesia and racist 

governments in Southern Africa.  The state deployed the police, and the 

paramilitary.  One student was short in the thigh but subsequently 

recovered20.  The Government subsequently ruled that all Zambians 
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should leave the matter of dealing with apartheid and racist regimes into 

the hands of President Kaunda.  The students disagreed and Kaunda 

became one among their targets.  This conflict clearly must have pleased 

the South African Government because it also fed into national politics.  

Since 1967-69 when Nalumino Mundia and Simon Kapwepwe showed 

dissatisfaction with UNIP policies, Kaunda faced the strongest challenge.  

Following the closure of the University, many students joined and 

campaigned for Kapwepwe’s United Progressive Party. 

 

The atmosphere of tension between the Zambian Government and UNZA 

students persisted over the following four years.  The closure of the 

UNZA on the 9th February 1976 was continuation of divergent ideological 

approaches between the Zambian Government and UNZA Students 

towards racist regimes in South Africa 21.  The activists at the University 

of Zambia wanted their Government to support MPLA in Angola and not 

a Government of National Unity as a successor to the Portuguese 

administration which had collapsed the previous year.  The position of 

students was similar to that of Nigeria and Tanzania.  The latter went so 

far as to state that an extra-ordinary Summit of the OAU which had been 

convened should only recognise the MPLA as the Government of Angola.   

 

Phiri correctly pointed out that there was a fundamental ideological 

difference between UNZA Students and the Zambian Government over 
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Angola22.  The study of Marxist-Lennist thought in the School of 

Humanities and Social Sciences (by far the biggest School at UNZA) and 

School of Education had become well established.  There were cells set 

up to study Marxist-Lennist thought in the evenings.  The mid 1970s 

was a critical time for Zambia’s internal political economy and Zambia’s 

policies towards liberation movements and racist regimes which denied 

human rights to the indigenous population.  A fundamental conclusion 

form the events of July 1971 and February 1975 when UNZA Students 

and the Zambian Government took divergent positions on armed 

liberation is that the anti-apartheid movement was integrated into 

Zambian politics and the Zambian society.  A senior member of Kaunda’s 

cabinet between 1964 and 1978, yet Kaunda’s most virulent critic, 

observed in 1994 that “Kaunda’s hard-headed uncompromising 

commitment to the liquidation of colonialism and racial discrimination 

gained respect for Zambia”23.  For some, this is doubtful24  

 

Despite divergence in approach towards armed liberation in Southern 

Africa, the Zambian Government was able to mobilize its young 

population for deployment in hotspots along the borders, especially along 

the Zambezi facing Rhodesia and in the Capriv Strip facing South Africa.  

Between 1979 and 1985, young people, including those at the University 

of Zambia were called for military assignments.  Despite meetings 

between Kaunda and South Africa prime ministers in August 1975 and 
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April 1982, South Africa intensified its attaches of Zambia and liberation 

movements in Zambia.  

 

As from 1975, South Africa trained an insurgent group led by Admson 

Mushala which was unsuccessful largely because many Zambians knew 

Mushala’s connections with South Africa.  In October 1979 Zimbabwe, 

Rhodesia under Bishop Abel Muzorewa and South Africa invaded 

Zambia.  Between 1982 and 1985, South African incursions, landmines 

and bombing continued many parts of Zambia25   In fact, some of the 

young Zambian intellectuals felt frustrated that they were not permitted 

to pursue South Africans into Zimbabwe, Namibia and Angola.  They 

were confident that the military training they had received during their 

national service assignment was adequate to deal with South Africans.  

They also “really wanted to show the Boers” that Black people were not 

what the apartheid mythology had presented.26 

 

Ann Seidman27 and David Max Brown28 have presented extensive, if not 

desperate, attacks by South Africa on the Frontline States from the late 

1970s till about 1988.  These were both South Africa’s direct involvement 

and the use of Surrogate Sabotage and terrorism.  For Zambia, between 

1983 and 1988 both forms of South African attacks intensified and went 

beyond the border with Namibia.  Many roads and bridges inside Zambia 

were either mined or damaged.  In the wake of this apartheid aggression, 
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Zambia mobilized her young people, including students at UNZA to 

defend the country.  Ideological differences between young intellectuals 

and the older ones who were in government became insignificant in the 

face of the dying kicks of South Africa’s apartheid.  South Africa’s 

aggression domesticated the anti-apartheid movement in Zambia. 

 

What this essay has attempted to do is to demonstrate that celebration of 

Ten Years of Democracy in South Africa is a time of reflection on 

struggles which brought about democratic South Africa in the mid 

1990s.  One area of that reflection is Zambia’s role in the struggle 

against apartheid in South Africa and against minority racist governance.  

At several stages of the struggle against apartheid and racist rule, it was 

sacrifice in resources and human life without corresponding injury to the 

citadels of white power until the late 1980s.  It is worth reflecting on 

such conclusions as the end of apartheid and white rule in South Africa 

and Southern Africa has strengthened regional and continental 

cooperation.  The Zambian case demonstrates that the anti-apartheid 

struggle was a social movement grounded in Zambia’s effort to deepen 

decolonisation.  There was complex use of symbols, ideologies and 

diverse leadership styles.  Zambia’s anti-apartheid movement 

represented an episode which changed the course of Africa’s struggles 

against socio-economic deprivation.  Popular or civil society participation 

promised much to hope for. 
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STANDING  BY  SWAPO - BRITISH  CAMPAIGNING  FOR  NAMIBIA 
 

Vigne, Randolph 
 

 
Background 
 
Campaigning in Britain for Namibian freedom was very different from the 
great and worldwide work done to confront the apartheid regime in South 
Africa itself, or by anti-colonial groups supporting other African or Asian 
emerging nations. 
 
First, there was a very small pro-Namibian lobby – virtually no expatriates, 
black of white, no old colonial servants, no links with British political parties 
or movements. Secondly, there was a vague notion that South West Africa 
was part of South Africa and did not need a separate campaigning group. 
Thirdly there was at the start no active United Nations body  to give support 
to an infant non-governmental organization on Namibia nor was Namibia seen 
as a prospective member of the Commonwealth, never having been part of the 
British Empire. And fourthly it was hard to overcome the argument that the 
matter was before the World Court at the Hague and should be left to its 
judges to decide. 
 
On the positive side, there was great enthusiasm and commitment among 
those who took up the Namibian cause. To some it was the 'Achilles heel' that 
would prove fatal to its apartheid rulers, to others a matter of conscience that 
the League of Nations had mandated 'His Britannic Majesty' to exercise the 
'sacred trust' of bringing the former German colony to independence and 
South Africa, the surrogate, had shamefully neglected that duty. To most it 
was a simple matter of justice and human rights in which Britain as a 
permanent member of the UN Security Council had a duty to take the field 
against the South African government which had defied the UN's demand 
that, like all pre-1914 German colonies, it be placed under UN trusteeship 
preparatory to commencing the independence process. Overriding all this was 
the need to respond to the call of the major independence movement in the 
territory, the South West Africa People's Organization (SWAPO) to support the 
struggle for freedom from South African occupation. 
 
This was the background to the launching of the first, and for many years, the 
only external group campaigning on behalf of the oppressed people of 
Namibia. 
 
Beginnings 
 
When the Friends of Namibia, later renamed the Namibia Support Committee, 
came into being in London in 1969, the peoples of Namibia had been under 
colonial rule for 85 years. Of these 31 had been under the Germans, four or 
five as a British military protectorate and 50 under South Africa, albeit first as 
a League of Nations mandate conferred on His Britannic Majesty, and the rest 
in disputed South African occupation, which had been illegal under 
international law since 1966. 
 
South African rule had been opposed by a remarkable Anglican priest, 
penniless and with no friends in high places, the Revd Michael Scott, who 
gradually forced the United Nations to face up to its responsibilities to the 
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mandated territory it had inherited from the League of Nations but which 
South Africa refused to hand over to the Trusteeship Council to be prepared 
for independence.  
 
It should be remembered that it was an action by South Africa that brought 
Michael Scott on to the scene, as the agent of the aged Herero paramount 
chief, Hosea Kutako, and his council.  This was the referendum staged by 
South Africa in 1946 to bring about the annexation of the territory it had 
administered virtually as a fifth province for the past 25 years. 
 
The referendum was a patent fraud – the questions were rigged, as was the 
number of voters and the means of voting. Such was the pressure brought to 
bear by Scott that the referendum was dropped, though South Africa 
continued to reject the UN’s demand that it put Namibia under UN 
trusteeship. It also expelled Scott from South Africa. 
 
All this was under the relatively mild government of General Smuts’s United 
Party. Smuts and his predecessors had totally failed in its duty under the 
mandate 'to promote to the utmost the material and moral well-being and the 
social progress of the inhabitants of the territory’. Their plight worsened 
immeasurably two years later when the Afrikaner Nationalists took power in 
1948. The constitution of ‘South West Africa’ was amended to exclude any 
reference to the mandate and the territory was given three seats in the 
whites-only South African parliament, both to increase the Nationalists’ 
slender majority and to assert South Africa’s ownership in all but name. 
 
In response, the General Assembly of the United Nations began the long series 
of actions at the International Court of Justice to establish its sovereignty 
over Namibia, pending its independence. 
 
This legal process, in which the Namibian people played no part, led 
inexorably to the appalling debacle at the Hague in 1966 in which the World 
Court found that Ethiopia and Liberia, the two surviving African members of 
the League who had brought the case, had no standing in the matter, and so 
refused to rule. 
 
On 26 August 1966 SWAPO proclaimed the ‘armed struggle’ and its first 
insurgent force was engaged by South African police and troops at 
Ongulumbashe in Ovamboland. The same year the UN General Assembly at 
last terminated South Africa’s mandate and the freedom process entered a 
new phase. 
 
The infant political movements of the Namibian people had stood by while the 
World Court deliberated. Spurred on by the Old Location shootings in 
Windhoek in 1959, a forerunner of Sharpeville in South Africa the following 
year, and the ‘wind of change’ which brought independence to so many 
former African colonies and by long smouldering hatred of the ‘contract 
labour’ system in the territory, the Ovamboland People’s Organization, 
founded in Cape Town by Namibian workers who had made their way there, 
became the South West Africa People’ Organization and took the lead in the 
struggle for the freedom of their country from South Africa’s oppressive rule. 
 
SWAPO and SWANU, which travelled only along diplomatic paths, had few 
links among sympathizers outside their own country. Individual South 
Africans like Ray Alexander and Brian Bunting had visited the territory and 
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been arrested and deported. It was at the request of  SWAPO friends and 
affiliated members of the Liberal Party of South Africa  in Cape Town that I 
visited the territory in 1961 to explore the possibility of setting up a non-racial 
political organization which would be allied to the Liberal Party. There were 
simply no whites willing to risk deportation or worse by supporting such a 
move, but closer links were forged with SWAPO, SWANU and the Herero 
chief’s council, still led by Hosea Kutako. 
 
SWAPO’s relations with the Congress Alliance were less cordial at that time, 
partly due to the alliance forged with SWANU, whose President, Fanuel 
Kozonguizi, was favoured by Ruth First in her important and valuable book 
‘South West Africa’, published in 1962. SWAPO nevertheless sent a strong 
delegation to the ‘International  Conference on  South West Africa’ sponsored 
by the AntiApartheid Movement and the Africa Bureau, held in Oxford in 1965 
and chaired by the then Swedish education minister Olof Palme.  I had left 
South Africa the year before and at the conference I was able to resume 
friendships with SWAPO leaders, some of whom I had met on a visit to Dar es 
Salaam, then their exile headquarters, earlier that year. 
 
I found myself a one-man support organization for the visits of the ceaselessly 
travelling SWAPO President, Sam Nujoma and his aides. Nujoma gave 
cautious support to the proposal that came from an old friend of Cape Town 
days, Andreas Shipanga, later to break with SWAPO, that we form an 
association to support the Namibian independence struggle. In 1968 Peter 
Katjavivi, whom I had met in Dar es Salaam where he had been SWAPO’s 
deputy representative, arrived to open an office in London and the stage was 
set for the association the Namibians needed. 
 
Any hesitation about setting up such a body was dispelled by a dramatic 
development – the Ongulumbashe prisoners and other SWAPO activists, led by 
Andimba Ya Toivo, were brought to trial in Pretoria and there was a very real 
threat that death penalties would be imposed on some or all of the 37 
accused. 
 
A Liberal Party colleague from Cape Town days, Diana Russell, flew over from 
the United States and, at a small meeting in the old AntiApartheid Movement 
office urged united action to lobby against the trial by the small pro-Namibia 
group in Britain.  
 
Friends of Namibia 
 
In a downpour of rain, on 17 July 1969, the London group launched the 
Friends of Namibia at a public meeting in Red Lion Square. The veteran anti-
colonialist Fenner Brockway MP had agreed to take the chair but, unwell, sent 
a young Scottish MP, Robert Hughes, later President of the AntiApartheid 
Movement and now Lord Hughes of  Woodside, in his place. The guest 
speaker, the Secretary-General of SWAPO, Moses Garoeb, expressed strong 
support for this first Namibian solidarity committee, as did Kozonguizi, 
President of SWANU, who spoke from the floor. 
 
It would not be true to say that a similar welcome came form the 
AntiApartheid Movement. It was perhaps revealing that the South Africans on 
the AAM committee were not in favour of a separate Nambian organization, 
whereas the British members, notably the chairman, John Ennals, gave their 
approval. It had proved hard for the Namibians to assert their independence 
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from the South Africans at international conferences on apartheid. Their cause 
was primarily national independence, the expulsion of South Africa from their 
country, in line with the demands of UN General Assembly Res. 2145 which in 
1966, had called for South African withdrawal. 
 
Nor, sadly, was the advent of the Friends of Namibia welcomed by the Revd 
Michael Scott, whose Africa Bureau now campaigned in a much wider field. It 
was in fact Canon John Collins’s International Defence and Aid Fund and not 
the Bureau’s publishing arm that commissioned the first, albeit brief, history 
of Namibia from the liberation perspective, ‘ A Dwelling Place of Our Own’, 
published in 1973. 
 
Our closest allies were, in fact, SWAPO, who fully endorsed our role in support 
of all genuine liberation movements and of individuals, many of them 
churchmen, campaigning for Namibian freedom. It was not until 1973 that the 
UN accorded SWAPO the status of ‘sole and authentic spokesmen for the 
people of Namibia’. Before that we did what we could for SWANU members, 
often chary of our help. After one of their many splits, their former President, 
Kozonguizi, became a member of our committee. When Hosea Kutako’s 
successor, Chief Clemens Kapuuo and an aide visited England, we arranged his 
programme, at the request of the SWAPO representative in London, Peter 
Katjavivi. 
 
We did all we could, as a committee and never competing with the AAM for 
membership, to provide a British voice on the Namibian question. We lobbied 
members of Parliament, organized parliamentary questions exposing Foreign 
Office connivance at South Africa’s breach of UN resolutions, interviewed a 
succession of Ministers of State, held a successful one-day seminar at 
Chatham House, for the media and business, and achieved a ‘Private 
Discussion Meeting’ there for Sam Nujoma, at that time not received by 
Foreign Office ministers, and appeared before the UN Committee on Apartheid 
at its hearings in London and Geneva. We published literature, most notably 
Ya Toivo’s classic speech at the Pretoria Trial. 
 
As events brought Namibia back into the headlines – the Contract Labour 
strike, the crucial Advisory Opinion at the World Court - we were frequently on 
call for Radio 4 and World Service news broadcasts. I remember a hurried 
briefing by Neville Rubin, one of our co-founders, before a Radio 4 debate 
after the Advisory Opinion, which made up for the disaster of 1966 and called 
for South African withdrawal. My adversary, speaking from the Hague, was 
Advocate Dawid de Villiers, who seemed to be in a dejected state and within 
my limited ranges as a layman among lawyers. 
 
One aspect of our work, which Sam Nujoma, in particular, had urged us to 
pursue, namely engaging with British companies doing business with Namibia, 
was entirely unsuccessful. I recall an extremely discourteous reply to a 
request for a meeting we had put to the South West Africa Company, which 
had dominated Namibian trade even during the German period and had 
recently been acquired by Consolidated Goldfields. The Diamond Corporation 
and Barclays Bank were politely dismissive. In the case of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company, conciliation having failed, we took to confrontation and our 
members and volunteers picketed the sale of Namibian karakul pelts, when 
Swakara ‘Persian lamb’ coats were all the rage. This lack of success had its 
positive side since it gave one of our founder members, the journalist Roger 
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Murray, great expertise in this field, making him an authority on the 
economies of Namibia and its neighbours. 
 
In this early period, our biggest public meeting, held at the Central Hall 
Westminster, was to publicize the Advisory Opinion. Peter Katjavivi and 
Bishop Huddleston were the main speakers and most of the preparatory work 
was done by the AntiApartheid Movement, our co-conveners, above all by 
Ethel de Keyser. 
 
A major development in Namibia, the three-month Contract Labour strike of 
1971-2, brought the world’s labour movement over to SWAPO’s side, and the 
Namibian struggle – led heretofore by a handful of liberal and left politicians, 
academics, churchmen and lawyers -  achieved a new dimension in many 
countries of both east and west.  The first major international conference on 
Namibia was held in Brussels in 1972, with the Friends of  Namibia and the 
AntiApartheid Movement working harmoniously in the build-up to the 
conference. 
 
Not without criticism, however, on the part of the AAM. SWAPO’s military 
initiative had survived Ongulumbashe and the Pretoria Trial, with its life 
sentences for 25 and 10 years for the remaining 12. By the end of the 1960s 
SWAPO’s guerrillas were operating in the Kavango region, Ovamboland and 
the Kaokoveld, despite heavy South African patrolling of the Caprivi Strip, 
their main entry point from Zambia. South Africa could no longer play down 
the military threat in the north, which raised SWAPO’s reputation higher. A 
major breakthrough came in April 1974 with the collapse of Portuguese rule in 
Africa, opening the way both for the movement of activists to join SWAPO in 
Lusaka and later in Luanda, and enabling the People’s Liberation Army of 
Namibia (PLAN) to penetrate the northern region from bases in southern 
Angola. 
 
It was clear that the liberation struggle had entered a new phase, to which 
the Friends of  Namibia had to respond to meet pressing new needs. The drive 
to achieve this response came from the AntiApartheid Movement, again from 
Ethel de Keyser, who pressed for the appointment of a new chief executive, Jo 
Morris, who had brought Namibia into the headlines with her first-hand report 
on floggings of SWAPO activists in Ovamboland by South Africa’s puppet 
chiefs. The role of the Friends must move on from lobbying and public 
relations to solidarity with SWAPO, now the ‘sole and authentic spokesmen’, 
in the struggle, and with SWANU divided and in disarray. A new constitution 
with new objectives was adopted and the name Friends of Namibia was 
changed to Namibia Support Committee. 
 
Namibia Support Committee 
 
The new ‘solidarity’ commitment of the NSC (the acronym was soon current) 
was not its only change of character. The Namibian freedom struggle entered 
a new phase and progressed at a new pace, with which the NSC had to keep 
up. SWAPO’s move from Lusaka to Luanda and their respective rural bases, its 
closer association with the Soviet bloc after the non-alignment of earlier 
years, and the hardening of UN positions towards the South African 
occupation since the 1971 Advisory Opinion all meant a change of gear in our 
work. There was a parallel stiffening of British government attitudes towards 
the struggle – and not in favour of SWAPO.  
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Neville Rubin, African Law lecturer at London University, had taken part in the 
consultations at the Hague in 1971 and a founder member of the Friends, 
arranged for observers to attend political trials n Namibia and seized upon the 
appointment of Sean MacBride as the first active UN Commissioner on 
Namibia to tackle the question of the export of Namibian natural resources. 
The key issue was British importation of uranium, to be extracted by the Rio 
Tinto Zinc Corporation at is Rössing mine near Swakopmund. 
 
In 1967, a year after GA Res. 2145 terminated the mandate, Res. 2248 set up 
a UN Council for South West Africa, re-titled ‘for Namibia’ when the UN 
adopted the territory’s new name in 1968, and an annually-appointed  
Commissioner, with his own staff and offices. It was not until MacBride’s 
appointment in 1974 that either the Council or the Commissionership was to 
play a meaningful role.  MacBride, a lawyer and former Irish foreign minister, 
later to share a Nobel Peace Prize for his work for Amnesty International, took 
up Rubin’s idea of a decree forbidding the importation of Namibian natural 
resources except under licence from the UN Council for Namibia and, after 
much persuasion, UN Decree No 1 for the Protection of the Natural Resources 
of Namibia was enacted by the UN General Assembly in September 1974. The 
Decree became an invaluable tool in all attempts to force member states to 
address the question of their trading relations with South Africa in Namibia, 
which very largely related to the country’s minerals. The member states most 
involved were, of course, South Africa’s trading partners Britain, France and 
West Germany. 
 
Britain, in particular, was developing a programme of building nuclear power 
stations in the early 1970s and the Rössing uranium was, we were told, 
essential for its furtherance. The Labour government that took power in 1974 
continued, despite pre-election promises, to permit the United Kingdom 
Atomic Energy Authority to import Namibian uranium. 
 
Rubin moved in 1976 to the International Labour Organization in Geneva.. In 
Britain, the NSC, in its new format, took up the uranium campaign vigorously, 
under the leadership of a young former trade-unionist, Alun Roberts. The 
Campaign Against the Namibian Uranium Contract (CANUC), co-ordinated by 
the NSC, the AntiApartheid Movement and the Haslemere Group, fought hard 
against this flagrant breach of international law as well as of moral principle. 
Roberts was detained without charge in Namibia for 26 days in 1984, calling 
for the NSC’s demand for Foreign Office action for his release, as we had done 
for so many Namibian prisoners. Roberts’s book ‘The Rössing File’ took the 
message to all levels, as did public meetings, strategic conferences and days 
of action. The RTZ Annual General Meeting was a field day for NSC activists 
and supporters, each the holder of one share in the corporation and therefore 
able to speak and vote. Seamen’s and rail workers’ unions were mobilized to 
halt the importation, and legal processes were sought in Britain and on the 
continent. All this played its part in the British government’s decision in 1984 
not to renew the contract with the the Rössing mine for the supply of uranium 
to the UKAEA. 
 
CANUC was the most publicly prominent of the NSC’s ‘sub-groups’.  Closer to 
the everyday needs of SWAPO’s rapidly increasing numbers in Angola was the 
NSC Health Collective which supplied a continual flow of medical ‘kits’ to the 
growing thousands of exiles in SWAPO’s Health and Welfare Centres in Angola 
and Zambia, and into Namibia itself.  After the massacre of SWAPO exiles by 
South African paratroops  in the transit camp of Kassinga in southern Angola 



 7

on 9 May 1978, £8000 worth of aid was immediately airfreighted, in co-
operation with sympathetic organizations, to the 600 injured in the raid. 
 
The Health Collective supplied a Landrover and £9000 worth of equipment to 
the SWAPO Women’s Council in Angola, and books, study guides, lecture notes 
used in training health personnel. An international seminar was held in 
London in 1983 on ‘Health care in an independent Namibia’, jointly by the NSC 
and the SWAPO Women’s Council, sponsored by the UN Council for Namibia. 
The conference book ‘Namibia: Reclaiming the People’s Health’ was published 
in 1984. 
 
Closely allied to the Health Collective was the NSC’s Women’s Solidarity 
Campaign which, working with the SWAPO Women’s Council, supplied many 
basic needs to the SWAPO centres, from sanitary towels to literacy packs. The 
SWSC brought the plight of Namibian women to women’s groups in Britain 
and the growing number of Namibian support organizations in Scandinavia, 
the Netherlands and West Germany, as well as in the US and Commonwealth 
countries. 
 
In Britain itself the NSC had spread from London to other parts of England and 
Scotland, and forged links with church groups inspired by the Anglican 
Bishop-of-Damaraland in Exile, the Rt Revd Colin Winter, whose Namibian 
Peace Centre in the east end of London became a third centre of pro-Namibian 
activity with the NSC and the SWAPO Representative’s offices. 
 
The work of the NSC sub-groups, and its work for education, supplying 
schoolbooks and teaching aids for SWAPO’s schools in Angola and elsewhere, 
and finds no place in the history books, which usually deal only with politics 
and war. Here too, in the forefront of the political struggle, the NSC was able 
to make a contribution. 
 
The political process 
 
The trajectory of the liberation process was extraordinarily irregular in the 
final  years. South Africa produced its own ‘internal settlement’ after the 
Turnhalle conference of 1976, and the UN took an ever harder line towards 
South Africa, though repeatedly checked by a triple veto from South Africa’s 
trading partners, Britain, France and West Germany. The United States moved 
from the leadership of the contact Group with the four Western Security 
Council members which progressed as far as the mission of the UN 
Commissioner Martti Ahtisaari (MacBride retired in 1977) and the setting  up 
of a UN Transition Assistance Group, frustrated by South African intransigence 
over UNTAG’s proposed numbers. Henry Kissinger’s failed ‘shuttle diplomacy’ 
was followed by a major setback, the advent of the Reagan Administration, 
the ‘linkage’ of Cuban troop withdrawal from Angola with a South African 
hand-over.   
 
The scene had changed, however. At the end of the Contact Group initiative 
the UN Security Council had at last endorsed and strengthened the long 
succession of General Assembly resolutions. UN Security Council Res. 435 of 
1978 demanded South African withdrawal and the holding of free and fair 
elections ‘under UN supervision and control’. The new obstacle was the flawed 
US doctrines of ‘linkage’ and ‘constructive engagement’, which gave the illegal 
South African occupation another lease of life. 
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While ‘linkage’; and the Reagan doctrine of ‘constructive engagement’ 
thwarted the enforcement of Res. 435, the so-called ‘low intensity border war’ 
between PLAN fighters and the South African Defence Force became a 
headline story in the world’s media and Cuito Cuanavale no longer an obscure 
dot on a map of what had been Portuguese Africa. 
 
With Margaret Thatcher’s government in Britain supporting ‘linkage’ and 
‘constructive engagement’ the role of the NSC was clear, as it was in telling 
the story of the ‘border war’, very much at variance with the communiqués 
from South Africa accepted at face value by most of the Western media. 
 
The NSC had won credibility by campaigning at international level  -  the 
Brussels conference was followed by such major gatherings as Dakar, 
convened by MacBride, at Unesco in Paris , where the AntiApartheid 
Movement took the lead and the NSC felt itself upstaged,  Washington and 
Lusaka.  The NSC had been recognized by the UN Council for Namibia as an 
associated Non-Governmental Organization and was able to stand by SWAPO 
in the councils of the Commonwealth, the European Union, UN agencies and 
foreign diplomatic missions. Unconnected, as we were, with the Soviet bloc 
we could not be faulted as Cold War partisans, and our first-hand knowledge, 
research and close contact with the SWAPO leadership enabled us to put 
forward a detailed rebuttal of South African claims and later of the arguments 
for ‘linkage’ to UN representatives as well to successive British Foreign 
Secretaries and Ministers of State. 
 
At national level we campaigned for the release of Namibian prisoners, such 
as the … Kassinga survivors held at Hardap Dam, and against death penalties 
threatening SWAPO activists, such as in the Mushimba-Shikongo case in 1977. 
We put the Namibian case at Labour and Liberal party conferences, at trades 
union and voluntary agencies as well as to parliamentary and Anglican church 
fact-finding missions to Namibia. Researchers in time to come will find the 
published NSC ‘News Briefings’ and ‘Comment’ sheets invaluable sources for 
the history of these years. 
 
Our own major conference commemorated the centenary of the German 
occupation of  their South West African colony in 1884. Held at the City 
University in London in September 1984, ‘100 Years of Colonial Oppression, 
100 Years of Struggle’ produced valuable studies by some 75 lecturers. When 
the UN General Assembly held its own symposium to mark the event, these 
papers were made available to the several hundred delegates. As ‘Namibia 
1884-1984: Readings in Namibian History and Society’, they were published in 
1988 jointly by the NSC and the UN Institute for Namibia, a flourishing further 
education centre set up by Seán MacBride in Lusaka. To the editor, Brian 
Wood, Jo Morris’s successor as the NSC’s executive secretary, whom much 
credit is due for the range and effectiveness of NSC activities over many years. 
 
At popular level the NSC held public meetings, led or took part in protest 
marches and pickets, ran workshops and seminars, held press conferences, 
especially for SWAPO leaders and arrivals from Namibia whose stories needed 
to be told, and hosted, jointly with SWAPO, the annual Namibia Day reception 
on 26 August. 
 
In the 1980s we were assisted by local groups in many parts of the country, 
and collaborated with a second pro-Namibia N.G.O, Church Action on Namibia. 
We probably provoked the South African government to set up its own 
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propaganda unit in Britain and the US, the Namibia Information Service, 
which tried to sell South Africa’s ‘internal settlement’ plan to all comers, from 
government officials to primary school children. 
 
In the last years, as ‘glasnost’ and ‘perestroika’ began to herald the ultimate 
failure of the Communist system and a new world order and the old 
certainties of Cold War positions began to fragment, it gave great satisfaction 
to the NSC that it was to us that the British media turned for information and 
for contact with SWAPO leaders, as, militarily and diplomatically, the Botha 
government began to lose its grip on power over the Namibians. With the 
Foreign Office receptive and the media attentive, our credentials seemed at 
last to have been accepted. 
 
It would be easy to overrate the importance of the NSC as a protagonist in the 
independence process. There was real recognition as time went on, witnessed 
by our presence at meetings of the UN Council for Namibia and the General 
Assembly, such as the 1984 commemorative meeting, when I had the honour 
to be nominated by SWAPO as rapporteur and the great pleasure of 
introducing from the podium the SWAPO Secretary-General, Andimba Ya 
Toivo, freed from Robben Island, to the delegates. 
 
We were, I believe, a useful conduit between SWAPO and the media and had 
some value in putting the SWAPO case to Britain’s legislators. Our role in 
supporting SWAPO materially was greatly strengthened by the funders of our 
projects, such as by the Swedish International Development Agency, the 
European Union, UN agencies and many more. The generosity of private 
people who were moved to contribute (we received no state funding of any 
kind) was most valuable too. 
 
Like SWAPO ten years before us, we had grown from a mustard seed in 1968 
and had, figuratively speaking, won a place at the top table when Namibia 
finally achieved its independence on 21 March 1990. The Friends of Namibia 
and then the Namibia Support Committee had helped right to triumph at last, 
to see a people freed from colonial overlordship and to win their birthright of 
national sovereignty. We had contributed also, by our long struggle on South 
Africa’s flank, to bringing down the apartheid government itself.  Perhaps our 
efforts were best recognized when we were asked by the government of the 
Republic of Namibia to set up an Anglo-Namibian friendship association in 
Britain and to call it the Friends of Namibia Society.  
 
 
 
                                                                                                            Randolph Vigne 
                                                                      President, Friends of Namibia, 1969-74,  
                                              Hon  Secretary, Namibia Support Committee, 1974-90, 
                                                 Founding chairman, Friends of Namibia Society,1996 
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Race for sanctions: African Americans against 

apartheid, 1946-1994.  

By 

Francis Njubi Nesbitt. 2004. 

(The book was published by the prestigious Blacks in the Diaspora Series 

edited by Darlene Clark Hine,Bloomington: Indiana University Press) 

 

This study traces the role of African American activists in the international 

anti-apartheid movement from its inception in the late 1940s to the attainment of 

majority rule in South Africa in the elections 1994. It begins with the forgotten 

years of the movement between 1946 and 1955 when the Council on African 

Affairs organized famine relief campaigns, legal defense funds, sit-ins and 

demonstrations at South African embassies and petitioned the United Nations to 

impose international sanctions. In 1946 CAA members Alphaeus Hunton and 

Eslanda Robeson worked with India's representative Vijaya Pandit to block South 

Africa's attempt to annex South West Africa and to impose sanctions on the 

regime for discriminating against people of Indian descent. In addition to the rally, 

the CAA also organized a picket at the South African embassy on November 21, 

1946. To the surprise of South Africa, the Council's view prevailed and the UN 

rejected South Africa's attempt to annex South West Africa.  

 

While the efforts to pass sanctions against South Africa was vetoed by the 

United States and the United Kingdom, the campaign to raise the world's 

awareness of the plight of nonwhites in South Africa was a resounding success. It 

set in motion the sanctions movement that would eventually succeed in isolating 

South Africa and expelling it from the United Nations. As more African and Asian 
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countries joined the United Nations in the 1950s and 1960s, the body moved 

inexorably toward sanctions. These efforts paid off on 6 November 1962 when 

member states voted in the General Assembly to sever diplomatic, transportation 

and economic relations with South Africa. Although this resolution was non-

binding, it was a major victory for the external anti-apartheid movement. To be 

effective, however, the movement needed the support of the Security Council 

where the UK and the US continued to block mandatory sanctions. 

 

The study examines the United States government's role in suppressing 

radical anti-colonial organizations and financing the establishment of cold war 

alternatives like the African American Institute and the American Society of 

African Culture. These organizations were ostensibly created by African-American 

liberals to establish ties between African nationalists and African-Americans but 

were really designed to influence African students in the United States by steering 

them away from "radicals" like Paul Robeson and W.E.B. Du Bois. These official 

and unofficial interests in Africa's minerals and anti-communism also led to the 

establishment of African studies as a legitimate field of study in the United States. 

The early African studies programs were funded by the CIA and Pentagon, which 

encouraged scholars to produce reports about the emergence of African 

nationalism. The African studies programs established had a distinctive cold war 

ideology and orientation. They were the academic arm of US imperialism in Africa. 

They provided the data that were used to make decisions about the importance of 

the Congo and South Africa to the United States. By the 1960s, these cold war 

organs were discredited and their journals considered anti-black and 

neocolonialist. Both AMSAC and ANLCA folded after revelations of CIA funding. 

The AAI continued to exist as a predominately white organization.  These new 

tensions were demonstrated in the withdrawal of African Americans and Africans 
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from the African Studies Association in 1969 because of differences over 

involvement in political actions like the anti-apartheid movement and the lack of 

representation of people of African descent in the board of directors. These black 

scholars then formed the African Heritage Studies Association with a political 

action committee that included many of the veteran anti-apartheid activists who 

would work behind the scenes in the formation of TransAfrica and the Free South 

Africa Movement. Among the members of this committee were Hershelle 

Challanor, Willard Johnson and Ronald Walters who would all become members of 

the board of TransAfrica and TransAfrica Forum in the 1980s. It is this group that 

brought in Randall Robinson to lead TransAfrica after the organizing conference in 

1976.  

 

The study argues that radicals played an important role in pushing the 

movement to support the national liberation struggles in southern Africa. In the 

1970s, radical groups espousing ideologies ranging from Black Nationalism to 

Maoism to Marxist Leninism played an important role in pushing the movement to 

support armed struggle. This was demonstrated in the 30,000-strong crowd that 

attended the Africa Liberation Day march in Washington D.C. in 1972 and the 

large crowds that returned for ALD activities throughout the 1970s. These groups 

reflected a revival of pan-Africanist sentiment that created the conditions for the 

emergence of an anti-apartheid culture in the United States. Like the civil rights 

movement of the 1960s, the anti-apartheid movement introduced a new language 

and culture with its own language, values and heroes to the United States. A 

specific discourse on sanctions, divestment, divestiture, disinvestment and 

krugerrands was clearly associated with the movement. Images of Nelson 

Mandela, Robben Island, Soweto and Sharpeville became tools for galvanizing 

outrage against the racist regime. SNCC and the Black Panthers evolved into anti-
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imperialist and Third Worldist organizations. SNCC formed an international affairs 

desk under James Forman in 1966 and organized sit-ins at the South African 

Embassy in Washington D.C. Forman attended the International Conference on 

Apartheid, Racial Discrimination and Colonialism in Southern Africa in 1967 where 

he presented SNCC's position paper on apartheid. By its demise in 1970, SNCC 

had taken on a strong Pan Africanist orientation although it was split between the 

"back to Africa" emigrationists and those who saw their future in the United 

States. This latter group became very important in moving the anti-apartheid 

movement from a pacifist orientation to unequivocal support for the armed 

struggle.  

 

It was also this upsurge in popular anti-apartheid sentiment in the African 

American community that led the CBC to take up the issue of apartheid. Ron 

Dellums drafted the first sanctions bill introduced in the US Congress in response 

to a petition from the Polaroid Revolutionary Workers Union. It is this bill that 

becomes the basis for US sanctions against South Africa thirteen years later when 

Congress passes the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act over President Reagan's 

veto. The PRWM's access to Congress demonstrates how the black freedom 

movement in the United States created the conditions for the success of the anti-

apartheid movement. It is the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 and the 

election of African American legislators that led to a key turning point in the U.S. 

anti-apartheid movement. Before the election of African Americans to Congress, 

anti-apartheid activists were outsiders with no access to the decision-making 

process. It is the establishment of the Congressional Black Caucus in 1969 that 

made the institution of a black lobby (TransAfrica) possible in 1977. The CBC 

included South Africa in its legislative agenda from the outset. The Black Caucus 
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was also the source of the Comprehensive Antiapartheid Act of 1986 that 

transformed U.S. policy toward South Africa.  

 

This collaboration between congressional leaders and human rights 

activists was reflected in the Free South Africa Movement, which organized the 

arrests of thousands of demonstrators outside the South African Embassy in 

Washington D.C. in the early 1980s. During the demonstrations numerous African 

American Congressmen were arrested along with ordinary citizens and celebrities 

in the sit-ins outside the South African Embassy. The study examines the complex 

process through which this loose coalition of politicians, activists, scholars, 

students, ministers and journalists was established to implement on of the most 

remarkable examples of grass-roots human rights groups influencing the foreign 

policy of a major superpower.  The movement forced the pro-apartheid Reagan 

administration to change its foreign policy and debunked the myth that foreign 

policy is the preserve of national elites. 

 

Prior to the emergence of the CBC, anti-apartheid organizations were 

limited to disseminating information to the media and the public without having 

any impact on the Congress where decisions were being made. With the election 

of African-American legislators following the Voting Rights Act of 1965, however, 

the anti-apartheid movement acquired important allies in Congress and moved to 

a different level. The CBC itself also recognized the need for a partnership 

between black legislators and activists in the effort to change domestic and 

foreign policies. This need stemmed from the fact that CBC initiatives like 

sanctions against South Africa were not likely to be sponsored by corporations or 

the traditional lobby groups that control interest group politics in Washington. 

Thus the CBC was involved in the formation of advocacy organizations like 
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TransAfrica and the Free South Africa Movement as an alternative source of 

influence and power. This collaboration between legislators and activists was the 

key to the transformation of U.S. foreign policy toward South Africa. This 

partnership also points to the weaknesses of the "interest group politics" theories 

of the political scientists that fail to account for the role of racism in U.S. foreign 

policy. Classical political science theories consider foreign policy the preserve of a 

small elite usually working in close contact with Congress and the president. The 

focus is usually on the influence of  "interest groups" formed by corporations and 

other powerful elites who have investments abroad and, therefore, a stake in U.S. 

policies.  There is no place for Blacks, Native Americans, Hispanics or community-

based organizations in this theory as they have no investments abroad and do not 

finance elections. As we have seen, most studies of the anti-apartheid movement 

fail to deal with the issue of racism in U.S. policies and the impact of black 

organizations in the antiapartheid movement. The role of the CBC, TransAfrica 

and FSAM in the transformation of U.S. policies toward South Africa, however, can 

only be understood through an examination of the links between racism and U.S. 

foreign policy and the roots of the anti-apartheid movement in the black freedom 

movement of the 1940s. 

 
 
 



 
 

”The Struggle for Africa” revisited 
 

Reflections on the history writing by the solidarity 
movement 

 

by 
Mai Palmberg 

 
 
“As we think that solidarity work must be based on knowledge of the historical background 

and the real issues of conflict we produced our book to explain what the struggle in Africa was all 
about”.  

 
This is how I described, in the foreword, the purpose and ambition of the book The 
Struggle for Africa , published in 1983 by the ZED Press in London.1 The book was 
an updated version of a book in Swedish, Befrielsekampen i Afrika (‘The Liberation 
Struggle in Africa”), which was used in the late 1970s and early 1980s as a study 
book for all presumptive members of the solidarity movement (The Africa Groups 
of Sweden).2  

It was translated into English on the suggestion of leading members in the 
liberation movements3, as there was not, at this time, any book which covered the 
liberation struggles in all countries in southern Africa where an armed struggle 
took place, and especially not any book which gave the liberation movements’ 
perspective such prominence.  

This was thus an alternative history at a time when, as the foreword also says: 
“Africa in general, and the liberation struggles in particular, were still dealt with 
very superficially in the school books and in the mass media. A Western bias 
shone through the bits of information reaching the public...” (p. ii)   

The purpose of this paper is to critically examine the production of 
knowledge it was part of. I believe that the questions raised touch centrally on the 
meanings of and possibilities for democracy and for communication between 
Africa and Europe.   

In the first part of the paper I discuss the solidarity movement for southern 
                                                 
1 References are to The Struggle for Africa where not otherwise indicated.  
2 This book was a collective work. I was responsible for the finalisation of the Swedish book, 
and for the updating for the English translation, which was finalised in Nov. 1982. 
3 By chance I had brought a copy of the Swedish original with me when I was called on short 
notice to go to Luanda to represent the Swedish Africa Groups at the first congress of the MPLA 
(Movimento Popular de Libertaçao de Angola) in December 1977. All the solidarity movement 
guests were placed in the same Tropico hotel as the liberation movements delegations (while 
party and government representatives from independent countries were lodged in the more 
luxurious Presidente Hotel on the Isla peninsula. With the ample opportunities we had during 
this week-long stay to discuss with the liberation movement representatives at one time I 
showed the book, and was asked by a SWAPO delegate to translate the chapter headings. 
”Fine”, he said, “we need that book. You bring it out in English”. It took a few years, but we 
brought it out thanks to the interest of the ZED Press in London, and the support by SIDA, the 
Swedish International Development Authority, which paid for the printing of 1,000 copies each 
to the ANC, SWAPO and SACTU (the South African Congress of Trade Unions).   
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Africa as a political and ideological phenomenon of the 1970s in the West, with 
the Swedish Africa Groups in focus.  

In the second part of the paper I discuss some thought patterns that informed 
our thinking, and the writing of The Struggle for Africa: firstly what I call a 
European Afrocentrism in antiracist framework; secondly our view of the struggle 
as global, and thirdly the pervasive influence of the Cold War thinking in terms of 
friend and foe with no respectable middle road. 

In the third and final part I look at how we simplified at the risk of misleading 
when we discussed the petty bourgeois nationalists, the armed struggle, and the 
issue of legitimate representation.  

 
 
PART I. WHO WE WERE AND WHY 
 

Solidarity with the peoples of southern Africa in the North started as actions against 
apartheid after the massacres in Sharpeville and Langa in March 1960. Solidarity 
with southern Africa comprised a whole range of actors in political parties (usually 
along the whole spectrum but not including the conservative parties), trade unions, 
student organisations, youth organisations, some church leaders and church 
organisations, and a great variety of NGOs. It also included some writers (in Sweden 
for example Per Wästberg and Sara Lidman) and other intellectuals. What they all 
had in common was an empathy with the victims of apartheid and a condemnation of 
racism.  

In this broad definition of solidarity in practice one can also include the support 
for the liberation struggle given by the governments of the Nordic countries, with 
Sweden as the singularly most important, and of the Netherlands, and Canada, the so 
called “like-minded nations”. 

Solidarity groups 

The focus in this paper is on one part of the broader solidarity movement only, that 
part which consisted of “solidarity groups” of activists, organisations were set up 
specifically to work for the solidarity with southern Africa, and whose members 
dedicated a large part of their life and waking hours to this.4 

In Sweden this solidarity movement of activists was concentrated to one 
organisation, the Africa Groups of Sweden. The members joined through a local 
group where they had to be activists. Merely card-carrying members were not 
welcome, and those who joined had to be active every term.  In 1982 a decision 
was taken to allow for national membership, which meant that we started to have 
supporting members. The activity, however, continued to center on the local 
groups.  

It can be mentioned that West European and North American solidarity work 
could be organised in many other forms. One common form was to create or form 
a coalition of existing groups, often with an inclusive platform, which spoke of 

                                                 
4 The British historian Basil Davidson, who for me and for the Africa groups was a friend and a 
mentor, once said that the struggle for liberation in Africa had created ”a wonderful family” 
outside Africa of those dedicating themselves to the solidarity with the struggling peoples.For 
me personally the solidarity movement had defined my social being for at least 24 years (1970 
when I joined the Uppsala local chapter of the Africa Groups to1994, when apartheid was 
removed from the books in South Africa, general elections were held and Nelson Mandela was 
inaugurated as president). 
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anti-apartheid, but not of imperialism  (as we did). In these cases the activist core 
was constituted by those who worked in the coordinating office of the coalition. In 
Sweden a coalition of several dozens of organisations was formed in the late 
1970s around the platform “Isolate South Africa”. This functioned parallel with 
the activist organisation the Swedish Africa Groups until it was dissolved after 
South Africa’s liberation from apartheid laws in 1994.  

I would claim, however, that regardless of what form the solidarity work 
took, there was a core, which nurtured the kind of thinking that I describe in this 
paper.  

In Sweden the first groups all started in university towns (Lund, Uppsala, 
Göteborg, Stockholm). At the start there were five local groups (those mentioned 
plus Arvika), and the organisation grew to embrace 10-20 local groups in Sweden, 
with at most around 300-500 activists.  

Even before forming a national organisation we decided in June 1970 to 
cooperate and to publish a paper (in Swedish), which we as activists sold in the 
streets while collecting money for unconditional support to the liberation 
movements. In late 1974 a formal national organisation was formed and an 
interim steering committee, and the first national congress was held in May 1975.  

From the mid-1970s we recruited volunteers or cooperantes as we called 
them (from Portuguese), who worked for a modest salary in those countries, 
which had become liberated, and who were recruited by the solidarity groups in 
cooperation with the liberation movements we had worked so closely with, who 
had become bearers of the state in Guinea-Bissau (1973)5, Cape Verde (1975), 
Mozambique (1975), Angola (1975), Zimbabwe (1980) and Namibia (1990). 
When The Struggle for Africa was published all of southern Africa except 
Namibia was independent, and South Africa was still living under apartheid. 

Antiimperialists 

There was an express alliance between us, as activists in the Western (capitalist) 
countries, and the leaders and cadres of the liberation movements. We were all anti-
imperialists. At the time when the Africa groups were formed we lived in the 
shadow of the US war in Vietnam. The Vietnam movement was strong, and in 
Sweden very centrally led.6 There were other anti-imperialist groups like the 
Palestine groups. 

One variant of imperialism we did not forget was the Swedish Imperialism. In 
our platform we pledged to work against “imperialism, and in particular Swedish 
imperialism”. Presumably not because it was the worst, but because it was the 
closest, and, so to speak our special task in the international anti-imperialist 
movement. This stand might seem odd to many who have seen Sweden as one of 
the most helpful supporters of the liberation movements during this period. By 
Swedish imperialism we meant first of all Swedish investments (quite visible in 
South Africa: ASEA (now Brown-Bovery), SKF, Atlas Copco,  Sandvik, Alfa-
Laval)7, but also what we saw as too wavering a stand by the Swedish 

                                                 
5 The declared independence of 1973 was internationally recognized in 1975.  
6 There was hardly any cooperation between the United FNL-Groups and us because they had 
adopted what they called a focus theory, claiming that any other solidarity action than those for 
Vietnam were diverting attention, mistaken and treacherous. They were led by Maoists, while 
we did not have an other political organisation calling the shots.  
7 Once when I heard the rumour that Thabo Mbeki, then foreign minister of ANC in exile, was a 
good friend of the South African director of SKF I could not quite handle the feeling that he was 
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government. We were their barking watchdog. Why only humanitarian aid to the 
liberation movements? Why not just ask the Swedish companies to pull out?  

We knew and appreciated that Swedish government support was significant, 
and some individuals working in Sida (the Swedish International Development 
Authority) were close friends and suppliers of information, both from Africa and 
from within the state apparatus in Sweden. But in general we saw development 
aid as lubrication for capitalist interests in the underdeveloped countries.  And yet 
the national office and many projects of the Swedish Africa Groups soon came to 
rely on funding from the government, making the organisations one of many Non-
Governmental organisations in the world, which are in fact dependent on 
government support. 

There had been other initiatives and committees on South Africa after the 
Sharpeville and Langa massacres.  The Africa Groups differed from these earlier 
initiatives in three respects: 

 
1) Their activities had mainly sought to get declarations from the leaders of existing 

organisations, they had no grass-root activities and were therefore not democractic 
2) They did not support the armed struggle 
3) They wanted to exclude Communists from their activities, and (we thought) saw the actions 

against apartheid as a way to save South Africa for the West. 
 

A difference in focus also developed. The Africa Groups decided in 1970 to work 
for solidarity with the MPLA, FRELIMO, and the PAIGC (all in the Portuguese 
colonies), while we were still hesitant about Namibia, South Africa, and Zimbabwe, 
as at that time we saw no guerilla struggle unfolding there, and that was the sine 
qua non for our support. At best one can say that we did not want to speak for 
others, but only support those who could, and who were proven to wage an armed 
struggle that we thought could have a chance for victory. 

It can also be noted that anti-racism, which might have been the primary 
personal platform of many activists, was rather toned down, even dismissed as 
petty and insufficient, in our pronouncements and work.   

 
Some socialism 

We defined ourselves as “anti-imperialist solidarity groups”, and as with all 
designations based on what one is against this begs the question what we were for. 
Although we did not put it in our programme, I think most of us were some kind of 
socialists. We were inspired by the talk of “o homem novo” (the new man) in 
Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique and Angola, and we were convinced that the 
liberation movements offered proof of the new society in making, and would 
continue to pursue that goal after victory.  

With examples from the liberated areas in Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique and 
Angola (but none, one can note, from Namibia or Zimbabwe) we could outline 
different facets of the new society emerging and being fought for: 

 
a) Village democracy (village committees in Guinea-Bissau) 
b) Schools with new, Afrocentered contents 
c) The construction of a modern health sector 
d)  Women’s emancipation 
e) Cultivation for domestic consumption 

                                                                                                                                   
a bit of a traitor to the cause.  
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f) (during independence) agricultural cooperatives8 
 

It is close at hand to believe that we greatly exaggerated the extent and success of 
the new structures in the liberated areas. But we were not totally blind. We used the 
usual trick when writing about something where you do not want to be accused  of 
critical viewpoints — we quoted liberation leaders themselves, like Samora Machel 
who said “We must admit that there are difficulties (in the desire to engage women 
in the revolution)...(p.123) 

Looking now at the list of features of the new society one can ask whether all 
this required a bloody armed struggle. But perhaps the questions is put wrongly. 
Perhaps we should recognize that the argument could go like this: If, in order to 
achieve national independence and get your rights, an armed struggle was 
necessary, under which circumstances did we want to support it? And the answer 
would be: under such circumstances, which made the armed struggle something 
more than the ousting from power of the colonial or white minority regimes. We 
were supporting if not a popular revolution, then a revolution made for the people. 

Where we came from 

As I know of no study or survey on where the members of the Africa Groups came 
from, I can offer only speculative inferences from my life in the solidarity work. It 
was striking that our committed work almost streamlined us into a new kind of 
species, whose individual histories were not much discussed. I was surprised to 
learn, by and by, how many of the members had a past (or present) in some church 
organisation. How many also had missionary ancestors or parents I do not know but 
there must have been a portion.  

Some came from other anti-imperialist movements, for example the Vietnam 
movement. Many had some international experience in work or travel behind 
them, which attracted them to the solidarity work. Not many of our members had 
first-hand experience of racism in their luggage when they joined.9  

A number of us shared a recent past in the student revolt in Western Europe, 
which later has been depicted as a fussy-thinking flower-power fad, but at the 
time was nothing of the sort. We were a slightly anarchist anti-authoritarian 
movement, internationalists and generally anti-American, who seriously believed 
that with the workers being so co-opted we, the students, would be the catalysts of 
a new revolution in Europe. Except we failed, and the cobble-stones of Rue St 
Michel in Paris were covered by tarmac.10 

                                                 
8 For Guinea-Bissau pp. 94-97; Mozambique 120-133 passim.; Angola 154-155, 163, 171.  
9 It would have been the case with the few southern African members we had, and it was also a 
significant part of my background, as I had studies in the United States and in a small but 
tumultous way been taking part in the civil rights movement and the support for black 
Americans in the South who were harassed for registering to vote. 
10 An autobiographical note: The superactivisim of the student revolt had made me neglect my 
studies in Åbo Academy University in my home town; kindled by the interest in Africa that I 
had developed during 1962-64 at a college in Massachusetts I wanted to go to Uppsala to write 
my MA thesis at the Nordic Africa Institute. The peace I had sought was broken when I went to 
hear President Leopold Senghor of Senegal speak at the University of Uppsala in May 1970, 
reputedly on a tour to canvas for the Nobel Prize of Literature. Senghor never spoke, the 
meeting was taken over by the Africa Groups who protested against Senghor’s closure of a 
PAIGC base on the Senegalese side of the border to Guinea-Bissau. I was mighty impressed by 
the protest, and could not resist joining. When I stayed on in Sweden instead of going back to 
Finland it was partly because of the community and cause.     
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If we exercise the same kind of class analysis on ourselves that we used to 
explain Africa, one would conclude that most of us belonged to that elastic 
indeterminate petty bourgeois strata, neither workers or peasants/farmers, nor 
from families owning the means of production, the capitalists. Probably most of 
us had a fairly high level of education, many were students or working at the 
universities. 

The universal activist 

We were united in solidarity for the struggling peoples of southern Africa. But what 
is solidarity? In a recent book on global solidarity Reinhart Kössler and Henning 
Melber11 give examples on how differently the concept has been used. When the 
authors note how the German government urges solidarity with the US government 
after Sept. 11, 2002, ’solidarity’ is obviously used differently from what is usually 
the case. Here we have governments as actors, and assistance is encouraged to the 
most powerful economic and political power in today’s world.  

We can probably find many examples of ’solidarity’ used simply as a 
synonym for expected or encouraged assistance. It is more interesting to try to 
find whether behind the concept ‘solidarity’ can be found a practice and a 
relationship, which is different from all the other forms of assistance. Kössler’s 
and Melber’s insistence that solidarity involves a complex relationship between 
‘identity’ and ‘difference’ is useful. It goes beyond the Durkheim-inspired 
sociological/anthropological distinction between transactional relations and 
organic solidarity,12 where ‘difference’ is lodged in the former, and ‘identity’ in 
the latter.  

In our solidarity work we felt a basic identity or affinity with the liberation 
movement leaders and cadres in shared goals of liberation from exploitation, 
antiracism, affirmation of the right to independence, and the conclusion that this 
could not be achieved without armed struggle. Because of our position inside the 
imperialist countries we were different actors, and we could play a role despite our 
smallness.  

We were not much concerned with a rigid definition of ‘solidarity’ at the 
time. More important was the clear line of demarcation that we drew between our 
solidarity and others’ feeling of pity (or of indifference or despise). Charity was 
not our cause.  

We did not feel pity with the poor Africans, they were our comrades. If 
Africans were victims of forced removals, the land-grabbing of whites, of 
massacres and exploitation in the mines and on the fields, our actions were not 
aimed at easing the conditions for those victims, but to help make them into 
agents in charge of their own fate.  

 Our ‘solidarity’ was defined by its foundation on universal rights and universal 
equality.  

It is interesting to compare us with the late 18th century abolitionists in 
England. Adam Hoschschild has labelled the abolitionists the first solidarity 
movement in the world.13 Solidarity, according to him, is the selfless work for the 

                                                 
11 Reinhart Kössler/Henning Melber, Globale Solidarität? Eine Streitschrift, Brandes & Aspel, 
Frankfurt am Main 2002. They point out that the solidarity of the 1970s conceptually dervies it 
roots from the “workers’ solidarity” of the beginnings of the socialist movements. 
12 See for example Gudrun Dahl, Responsibility and Partnership in Swedish Aid Discourse. 
Nordiska Afrikainstitutet 2001, p.14-15. 
13 My source is a Swedish translation of an article by Hochschild 2004 in the magazine Ordfront 
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rights of other group than one’s own. The abolitionists worked in much the same 
way as the solidarity groups of the 1970s: with mobilising opinion in various 
ways, and incessant lobbying, through petitions, and through “their” 
representatives, notably Wilberforce from Hull. For decades the superactivist 
Thomas Clarkson worked with the committee, and travelled up and down the 
country, speaking, spreading material, handing out the Wedgwood porcelain 
buttons with the picture of the black man pleading: “Am I not also a man?”, and 
distributing the famous sheet which depicted how Africans were packed as 
herrings for the Middle Passage on the slave ship the Brookes from Plymouth.   

What was the difference between the abolitionists and us? A comment by 
Marcus Wood on the slave ship picture in a book from 2000 on visual 
representations of slavery in England and America can give us food for thought:   

 
The genesis, contemporary reception and subesquent graphic development of the Description 

have not been seen for what they are. This image supports an abolitionist cultural agenda which 
dictated that the slaves were to be visualized in a manner which emphasised their total passivity and 
prioritised their status as helpless victims.14  

  
There was no equivalent visual representation used by the solidarity movement, but 
I recall one picture which comes close in popularity and, as a matter of fact, also in 
imagery. This was a picture of a white hand squeezing a black beheaded head on a 
fruit press while the blood is splashing, produced by the anti-apartheid movement 
in Holland.  Apart from the difference in air between the neat and lifeless picture of 
the stowing of Africans on the slave ship (which has made many mistakenly believe 
that this was some kind of instruction sheet), and the bloody action of the image 
produced almost two centuries later, there is a similarity. None of the Africans were 
depicted as being able to speak for themselves. These were both images of victims, 
and the message was an appeal to the compatriots of the owners of the means of 
exploitation to help stop this cruelty.  

It should be added that while the juice press picture was used in the solidarity 
movement in the West, the Swedish Africa Groups did not use it, and it does not 
appear among our ample illustrations in The Struggle for Africa. In fact a set of 
posters with this motive was printed but scrapped when we realised the 
ideological implications of it. We thought the picture was too macabre. But above 
all, we wanted to strengthen solidarity with the Africans fighting in the frontline 
against imperialism, and could not see how a severed head being squeezed could 
kindle the imagination in that direction.  

If the images do not point at a clear difference, there were other points, which 
do. The solidarity groups formed in the 1970s certainly cannot be accused of not 
letting the voice of the oppressed, as represented by the liberation movements, be 
heard. We did it as often as we could, and worked in close cooperation with the 
liberation movement on this.  

                                                                                                                                   
xxx. It can be noted that we did not mention the abolitionists at all when we discuss slave trade 
in SfA, but referred to material interests of capitalism as the only cause for ending slave trade 
(pp. 13-14).  
14  Marcus Wood 2000, s. 19. In fact I think Ward exaggerates the extent to which the 
abolitionists refused to give the Africans as voice; one of their members was, for example, the 
freed slave Gustavus Wassa. He also comes close to denying that there is, and can be, a 
difference between the European oppressors and those opposing oppression in their relations to 
the oppressed..  



  8 (18) 
   ( 

Another important difference lay in the perception of the kind of liberation 
worked for. While the abolitionists saw the campaign as a cleansing of the British 
and European society of the vice of greed, which led to this inhuman trade, which 
called for all individuals to “pronounce upon the miseries experienced there”15, we 
saw our contribution as part of a collective struggle, where those whom we 
supported were going to play a significant role. Our anti-imperialist stand makes it 
questionable whether we fulfilled Hochshild’s criterion of working selflessly for 
somebody else’s cause. We did think that this was part of our own, albeit global 
struggle for liberation. 

The foreword of the book The Struggle for Africa  (p. ii) declares: 
 
The book’s main emphasis is on the liberation struggles in southern Africa, because this is 

where the conflict on the African continent is sharpest – between liberation and human dignity on the 
one hand, and racism and exploitation on the other hand.  

 
There were differences. But one significant similarity remains: an express 
affirmation of the universality of human rights, in spite of the repeated examples of 
how declared universal rights were equipped with caveats, which suspended those 
rights for groups and categories not close to power. Instead of merely pointing out 
the false Eurocentric claims made so often to uphold universal human rights while 
excepting subjugated groups, we took those rights seriously. 

  

the book   

 Befrielsekampen i Afrika, the Swedish-language original of The Struggle for Africa 
was a follow-up of a previous study book, called Imperialism och befrielsekamp i 
Afrika (“Imperialism and Liberation Struggle in Africa”), produced by the Lund 
Africa Group. So much had happened in southern Africa and Guinea Bissau since 
the early 1970s that we had to make a new book: the declaration of independence in 
Guinea-Bissau, the anti-Fascist coup in Portugal in April 1974, the independence of 
Mozambique 1975, and the second war of liberation in Angola 1975-76 with the 
first and then subsequent South African invasions, the Soweto revolt in South 
Africa and the resumption of armed struggle there. Before the book had been 
translated to English new developments had to be taken into account: the MPLA 
support for SWAPO in Namibia from 1976, and the independence of Zimbabwe in 
1980.   

It was this unfolding sequence of events, which called for a new book, not the 
fact that something had altered the situation completely: the coming to power of 
the liberation movements. This failure to think anew in changed circumstances 
compromised our contribution to knowledge about southern Africa. 

The book was made in stages: first drafts were written for the different 
chapters. Three chapters were general and dealt with the colonization of Africa, 
the nationalist movement, and neo-colonialism. This was followed by one chapter 
each on the countries where an armed liberation struggle had taken place:Guinea-
Bissau and Cape Verde, Mozambique, Angola, Zimbabwe, Namibia, South 
Africa. Then these drafts were sent to the local groups for comments, and also 
discussed at endless meetings in Stockholm.16  

                                                 
15  Clarkson1808, part II, p. 111. 
16 I was responsible for the final text, this was my condition for doing job, but in general 
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This book with its 286 pages was compulsory reading for all members of the 
Africa groups, who had to go through a study circle with usually at least 9 
meetings, (a 10th was usually devoted to a discussion on how to do solidarity work 
now). In fact the requirements for becoming a member of the Africa groups were 
much harder than for becoming a member of the Swedish Communist Party (or its 
successor, named the Left Communist Party in 1977). There was a certain 
sectarian character to the movement for this and other reasons. It certainly became 
a way of life for the most committed, and those not yet in where viewed with 
circumspection, if not suspicion. Perhaps because of this, it was not easy to recruit 
younger members. Only a few Africans living in Sweden joined. The solidarity 
movement for southern Africa largely recruited its members from the generation 
born 1940-1955. 

Perhaps one can say that we wrote the liberation movement history as they 
would have done it, did they have the time. That does not mean that we took 
orders or asked how we would write this or that.17 Writing a celebratory history 
can be much more subtle than that. It did mean that we listened to and reproduced 
what the liberation movements said, and that we did not write about what we felt 
would divert from the main cause. 

 
PART II. Thought patterns  
 

In this section I will look at some of the basic thought patterns that informed our 
writing. This was influenced by our ideas of whom we were writing for, what we 
were writing against, the time we lived in, the values we held, the analys of society 
that we adhered to, and the perceptions we had of the liberation movements.  

The original book first was written for people in Sweden, who wanted to join 
the Africa groups or understand what the liberation struggle in southern Africa 
was all about. We assumed that the little they might know from other sources 
about southern Africa would have a Western, racist or paternalist, bias and would 
not tell about resistance and armed struggle, at least not with any sympathy. When 
the book was made into English we did not quite know for whom we wrote, but 
we hoped that the book would be used by the liberation movements to learn about 
the struggle in the other countries.18 

                                                                                                                                   
everything had been seen by dozens of eyes, and commented upon in several rounds. As far as I 
remember I wrote the drafts for the three general chapters and had to chip in on many others. 
Only one country chapter, Angola, remained more or less as it was written by one 
knowledgeable member.   
17 The liberation movement offices in Stockholm were shown the texts before printing the 
English version, so that they could say yes or no to the gift by Sida, who had promised them 
1000 copies each, plus another 1000 to SACTU (the South African Congress of Trade Unions). 
From the SWAPO office I had no comments, while the deputy representative of the ANC went 
through the text on South Africa thoroughly and had a number of comments, notes on 
omissions, and diverging interpretations. We argued about the statement that Afrikaans was a 
language in its own right, and I remember saying that I could not agree with naming a language 
or even a language group the enemy, and that I thought the book should be translated to 
Afrikaans as well. In the text, I have to admit, I made a compromise and said that the Boers at 
the beginning of the 20th century “claimed that their Dutch dialect was a separate language.”(p. 
239) On all other points the Chief Reprersentative Lindiwe Mabuza was satisfied with my 
defence that this book had to be published, and the choice was between this imperfect book and 
no book at all.   
18 The South African government gave the book free and effective advertising by immediately 
banning the book. As a result it became a precious item and sold well, for example, from a 
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Alternative history 

We saw our book as an exercise in alternative history of Africa’s relationship with 
the West. In the first chapter we included three pages on precolonial Africa, stating 
that mankind began in Africa, that Egypt certainly was African with many 
influences from the south, and that while the state of Ghana developed Europe was 
too weak and undeveloped to be of much interest as trade partner.  

Later in the text we point out omissions in conventional historiography, such 
as the German genocide of the Hereros (pp. 18-19), and the revolt in Cameroun 
1955 (p.37). We pointed out how the so called Mau Mau revolt in Kenya — “a 
desperate peasants’ struggle for bread and freedom” — had been depicted as 
bloodthirsty attacks on whites, whereas in fact only 30 whites had been killed as 
against 11.000 killed by colonial troops. (37) 

On the one side, we did as often as we could point out African initiatives on 
the one hand, and how Africans were victims of European penetration, slave trade 
and colonisation.   

We were informed by what I would call a European Afrocentrism in an 
antiracist framework. If this sounds strange it does not have to be. You do not 
have to be African to see and react against the Eurocentric view of history that 
accompanied colonialism, and which accorded little other than irrational and 
subversive initiative to the Africans. British historian such as Basil Davidson and 
Terence Ranger are key figures in writing African history of Africa. Nor is reverse 
racism a necessary ingredient in an Afrocentric perspective to the history of 
Africa.    

If we expounded on the racism of the Europeans exploiters we emphasized 
the anti-racism and non-racism of the liberation movements, carefully neglecting 
to even whisper that perhaps these were declarations for outside consumption, for 
alliances with people like us. Likewise, when there were internal schisms within 
the struggle, we would point out how the dissenters to the liberation movement 
would be accused of black racism. 

 We were convinced, and we conveyed to our readers the message that the 
liberation movements were fighting against structures of exploitation, colonialism 
and white minority rule, not against white people. For example, when describing 
the revolt in northern Angola in 1961, we noted with dismay how Africans turned 
against non-Africans, such as mulattos and educated Africans, and also against 
European civilians. (p.150) “Our” comrades would never have done that. The 
makers of the coup attempt in Angola on 27 May 1977, the so-called “nitistas” 
(after their leader Nito Alves) were said to build their popular support on racism, 
regionalism and leftist rhetoric. (p. 164-165) On the internal differences within 
FRELIMO we note that “racism, regionalism, and tribalism” hade been defined as 
“enemies equal to colonialism” in 1966. (p. 117) All of these examples show 
where we saw decisive lines been drawn between protest and liberation. 

”The real significance” 

Supoporting the liberation struggle was not for us just a question of something out 
there. There was an underlying theory – not explicit in the text – of the weakest 
chain of capitalism. The rest of Africa could not do it, it was caught in the 
                                                                                                                                   
bookshop in Swaziland, form which people could order on postal order. It could also be found 
under the desk in some Johannesburg bookshops. I have yet to hear how it reached people 
outside South Africa. 
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neocolonialist web. But with the liberation movements it would be different, we 
thought and claimed, without much else than our hopes to guide us: 

 
A successful rejection of elite rule has so far been made only in those countries where the 

nationalist movement was compelled to develop a long armed struggle to achieve independence. This 
is where the real significance of the struggle for southern Africa lies, not only for Africa but for 
development in all Third world countries and thereby for the whole world. (p. 75) 

We did concede that not all African independent countries did accept 
neocolonialism, but we could not make up our mind (and who could?) on whether 
they really constituted an alternative. There where some countries19, we said, where  

The leaders — at lesat in their declarations — clearly reject the neo-colonial model and strive 
towards economic independence and greater equality: Algeria, the Republic of Guinea, Benin (former 
Dahomey), the People’s Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Somalia.(75) 

Where the declarations are followed by practical measures, we continue, there is a 
silent class struggle, silent because it takes place within the state apparatus and 
because the workers and peasants are not participating in any organised way.  

 

Friend or foe 

The solidarity movement was born during the cold war, it deeply coloured our 
thinking, and we did nothing much to transcend the anti-intellectual and paranoid 
effects of the cold war mentality. Not that we thought in terms of East against West 
— although there was a recognition that the Socialist countries of Europe20 gave 
significant support to the liberation movements, including all arms they got — but I 
do not think anyone saw these countries as models for the new society.21 
Conveniently we noted that the Socialist countries were not as dependent as the 
West on raw materials from Africa (p. 73), so we did not have to discuss whether 
material interests could have motivated their support to the liberation movements.  

What we did think was that we were part of a struggle of socialism against 
capitalism. We deeply distrusted US and Western interests in independence for 
the colonies in Africa, and did not fail to point out that British Prime Minister 
Macmillan’s famous speech on “the wind of change” in Cape Town February 3, 
1960 was not a call for accepting Africans’ right to independence but a call for 
wise policies now that the peoples of Africa were in the process of deciding 
whether to turn to the East or to the West. 

It is interesting that we did not support the kind of thinking about a third way 
between the capitalism of the West and the socialism of the East that was 
represented by different variants of African socialism, and also in Olof Palme’s 
vision of a an alliance of small nations against the two Superpowers. There was no 
Third way for us. Palme’s talk of a choice between pest and cholera (expressed 
when condemning the Soviet invasion of Prague, and after having demonstrated 
against the US war in Vietnam) was for us not quite sincere. Others might have 

                                                 
19 I had written ”progressive countries”, but this was contested by one of our Trotskyist 
members, who did not think there were any progressive countries at all in Africa. In the end I 
solved the controversy by simply deleting the adjective ”progressive” but retaining the 
description of their progressive character.  
20 Not only the so called Eastern bloc, but also Yugoslavia. 
21 I can say this with some certainty, since in the Africa groups I was probably the only one who 
was also a member of the “Soviet-friendly” version of the Communist party, the so called 
Workers’ Communist Party.  
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seen Sweden as a Social democratic welfare state. We saw it as capitalist.  
One does, of course, not have to live in the cold war to be nurtured by 

thinking in terms of war. Any crusade imagery, for example Christian or Moslem 
fundamentalism, or a desperate regime’s effort to stay in power can   produce 
much of the same effect. But the cold war did not create just a crusading minority 
position. While the West professed to encourage liberal values such as 
independent inquiry and a probing spirit, the all-pervasive cold war mentality 
rather promoted judging views and groups in terms of black and white, traitor and 
allies. 

The cold war thinking was not just about values, it was seen as a struggle for 
survival. This was a war, which was going to end in the defeat of one, the victory 
of the other of the adversaries.  

As in all wars, there was no third alternative, you were either for or against. 
When a new factor, group or person came up, you just needed to place them in the 
simple scheme of for or against capitalism and socialism.22 

One key concept in the cold war way of thinking is “traitor”. We easily 
relegated, for example, the FNLA and UNITA in Angola, to the dust heap of 
history reserved for traitors. Of course we did not like them, they were not as 
radical as the MPLA. But when we dismissed them as traitors because they played 
a role in the imperialist strategy of preventing the success of the MPLA, we forgot 
to ask why they were supported at all in Angola  (p. 156-158). It as if we thought 
that since the US wants to make the FNLA their tool and conduit, this is all they 
could possibly be.  

Of course this was not just our thinking. It was very much the thinking of the 
liberation movements, who of course, unlike us, were fighting a war. There was a 
syndrome of inflating the power of the enemy is exemplified when we report that 
FRELIMO in 1968 had to cancel a course for medical aides, because it had been 
infiltrated by spies who encouraged “tribalism, racism, selfishness, ambitiousness, 
superstition, religious fanaticism and corruption.” No little feat. (118) With this 
willingness to see enemies around the corner we were doomed to overlook 
violations of human rights inside the liberation movements, and in the guerilla 
war. I am not sure whether we knew about them, we certainly had no wish to look 
for them. 

We supported one organisation in each country; the others were designated as 
traitors to the cause. The one exception was of course Zimbabwe, where we did 
support and write positively of both ANC/NDP/ZAPU and ZANU.23 One reason 
was of course their own cooperation, and the creation of the Patriotic Front.  

 

 PART III. Looking for heroes 

 The petty petty bourgeoisie 

                                                 
22 In my view, the mechanisms and effects of the cold war on intellectual development from 
1948 to 1990, has not received the revisiting it needs. 
23 We had many debates about ZANU and ZAPU. With Sally Mugabe living for some time in 
the small town of Halmstad on the west coast of Sweden, there was a given support group for 
ZANU. Others were for political reasons more favourable to ZAPU. Only when the Patriotic 
Front was formed did we take a clear stand. But we deplored that no real unification took place. 
We just dryly noted differences on how unity should be achieved, and stated that “many ZANU 
cadres believed that since ZANU had undertaken the bulk of the armed struggle it should not 
give up its identity.” (196) 
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Perhaps the weakest link in our analysis of African society was our class analysis. 
There were at least four problems: (i) the centrality of what in effect was a residual 
category of leftovers in class analysis, the petty bourgeoisie (hereafter in Latin 
American jingo at the time called for short p-b); (ii) the replacement of analysis 
with moralistic judgments; (iii) the unwillingness to recognize other loyalties than 
those of class; and (iv) the belief that the armed struggle would cleanse the p-b of 
individualistic tendencies. 

Social classes were the agents of history, in our Marxian view. But the 
bourgeoisie, the owners of the means of production, were generally not present in 
Africa (except to some extent in the settler colonies), because the resources were 
foreign-owned. There was hardly a working class proper, in our view, since most 
workers, for example on plantations and in the mines, were migrating from the 
peasant economy to work part of the year for the capitalists. We did not make 
much of the peasants, except to say that they were relatively unaffected by or 
isolated from modern economy, ands we stated that there was not much of a 
middle class of African farmers (p.29) either. So the p-b remained the potential 
actor (or a catchment area for actors), and the African class most affected by 
colonialism. 

Our adherence to a Marxian class analysis made us ignore other possible 
identity factors than their position vis-à-vis production. In a completely haphazard 
way ethnicity crops up here and there but nowhere systematically. We seem to 
have adhered to the view that ethnic loyalties were retrograde, and were remnants 
of pre-modern society. If they played a role in contemporary politics it was 
because somebody manipulated them. Even so, we did not think it important to 
even mention the Ovimbundus when talking about UNITA in Angola.  

The p-b seemed to be the group of Africans who felt colonialism on their skin 
more than others, since they were subject to daily discrimination and humiliation. 
An important segment of the p-b were the educated who could never rise to be 
their own masters, but were always working under a white boss. We quoted 
Amilcar Cabral who said that this was the confrontation and the comparison that 
really mattered24: 

I was an agronomist working under a European who everybody knew was one of the biggest 
idiots in Guinea: I could have taught him his job with my eyes shut, but he was the boss: this is 
something which counts a lot... 

We talked about the “vacillating petty bourgeoisie” (p. 30). The mistake was that 
we thought we could say in which direction the p-b would vacillate. The formula 
was simple, much too simple. The nationalists in all those countries where 
independence was achieved without armed struggle the p-b was at high risk of 
being tempted to wish for European privileges, and function as a “buffer against the 
masses” (p. 32). As a whole, the petty bourgeoisie in these countries seemed to be a 
petty bunch, while “our” petty bourgeoisie were revolutionaries. 

Independence was “conceded” by the colonial powers to their interlocuteurs 
valables [partners worth speaking to] — as opposed to the conquered 
independence, which the armed liberation movements had struggled for. They 
could easily fall into what Basil Davidson called “the neo-colonial trap”25: 

...the older movements were mostly (with one or two exceptions, above all UPCV in 

                                                 
24 From Amilcar Cabral’s Revolution in Guinea 1969, pp. 51-52, here quoted in the Struggle for 
Africa, p. 31.  
25 From Review of African Political Economy Nr 3, 1975, here quoted in SfA p. 67.  
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Cameroon) devoid of all insight into revolutionary theory or practice. Ideologically they were 
unstructured movements of anti-colonial protest, whose ideas about nationalism, the nation, or about 
the kind of nation state they could or should achieve, derived from little more than a desire to get rid 
of colonial control and its attributes. That is why they fell into the neo-colonialist trap....  

But were these p-b Africans not similar to those who led the liberation struggle in 
“our” countries? Why could this similar social origin and position not lead to 
political radicalisation and a progressive nationalist consciousness, even where 
there was not the baptism of armed struggle? We had already conceded that there 
were some African countries where the leadership at least declared themselves in 
favour of progressive change and reduced dependence on the West. Why did we not 
allow even for the possibility of variation even among the liberation movements?  

More important than this, we overlooked the changed realities facing a 
liberation movement, which had achieved power power in their country. Put 
briefly they faced completely new tasks, having promised improvements not only 
in rights and living standards, but having only the colonial economic structure to 
finance reforms, and with only the colonial state apparatus to perform government 
tasks. We were not prepared for the socialist agenda to be put aside to achieve 
short-term gains. Our perspective was voluntarist.  

We somehow thought that the armed struggle and the revolutionary theory 
was an effective enough antidote against misuse of power. We did not see the 
risks for corruption and nepotism.  

We were not prepared to see the risks for using the liberation history as a 
weapon26, which turns the quest for inclusive liberation and anti-racism into a 
campaign to exclude dissenters or rivals for power on the basis of an imagined 
moral superiority and exclusive legitimacy derived from the heritage of armed 
struggle 

There is a strong moralistic and even ascetic tone in our description of those 
p-b leaders and strata that were tempted by European values and consumption 
patterns, spiced with hypocrisy. We seemed to accuse them of aspiring to 
individual comfort at the expense of fighting for the masses, while defining the 
lifestyle as rather close to the one we enjoyed.27  

It was thus easy for us to dismiss a leader like Senegalese leader and president 
Leopold Senghor as a sell-out, as more French than African, and his negritude 
concept as simply a humbug to conceal Senegal’s  neo-colonial line. It took me 
until 2003 to understand, during my first visit to Senegal, that his nationalism and 
cultural pride was an inspiration for many cultural workers and artists, who told 
me that they were “the children of Senghor”. Our analysis had not equipped me to 
appreciate this.   

 
Armed struggle at last 

The history of those countries whose armed liberation struggle we supported all 
seemed to have gone through similar stages of conquest and resistance: 

 
(i)             Europeans come, forcefully take over the best land 

                                                 
26  See Terence Ranger 2003 “Nationalist Historiography, Patriotic History and the History of 
the Nation, the Struggle over the Past in Zimbabwe”, the Journal of Southern African Studies, 
vol. 30, 2 June 2004; and “The Uses and Abuses of History in Zimbabwe”, lecture delivered at 
the University of Uppsala, May 24, 2004.  
27 For example, I would of course listen to music from the liberation struggle and indeed 
elsewhere on a record player at home, but I was slightly shocked when the foreign minister of 
Angola asked me to help him find a music machine while he was visiting Sweden.  
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(ii)            They are met by primary resistance, but bound to loose because 
             of the disparity in armaments 

(iii) The first nationalist organisations appear on a non-tribal basis 
(iv) They plead to the colonisers, or to the monarch in the mother  

              country to stop injustices, but in vain 
(v)               There is a radicalisation of the nationalist movement as  

                frustrations mount with the sending of delegations and letter,  
               and non-violent mass actions are organised 

(vi) The response is clamp-down 
(vii) As nothing else seems to work, there is a decision to resort to  

             armed struggle. 
 
This model fits best the South African case, but with slight variations we managed 
to fit the histories of the other countries, too, into this pattern. It is possible a good 
way to describe the trends, but as with all generalisations one might have to bend 
the story to make it fit. This is all the more likely to happen since there is a slightly 
messianic subtext to this model, with an ever-higher level of consciousness 
evolving. We assigned miraculous transformation power to the armed struggle and 
the possession of revolutionary theory? 

An 8th point could be added to the model, the organisation of liberated areas. 
As this took place mainly in the former Portuguese territories of Guinea-Bissau, 
Mozambique and Angola the PAIGC, FRELIMO and MPLA were clearly our 
favourites among the liberation movements. For Namibia and Zimbabwe we were 
not sure of the evidence and did not report any. The fact that the struggle did not 
take the form of liberated areas in South Africa clouded our understanding of what 
went on in that country.28 

It seems that we underestimated the horrors of war, the possible abuses of 
power on an individual or a collective level (in rapes, or in control of villages), 
and the arbitrary and often non-political ways in which internal enemies were 
identified, punished or eliminated. Cruelty was reserved for “the others”, the 
enemy. We did not seem concerned that war, centralisation and secrecy also could 
mean a temptation to use violence, even elimination, as a method to solve 
contradictions. We were convinced that only “the enemy” could resort to such 
methods. 

Nor did we have much to say about the problems of transition to peace time 
after independence with a movement at the helm, which had developed, out of 
necessity in war time, a highly centralised and hierarchical organisation with little 
transparency. Our concept of democracy contributed to our less than clear sight. 

 
Representing the people 

One cannot accuse us of neglecting “democracy”. For us this was exactly what it 
was about. One must remember that at this time — the time of the Cold war — 
there were two basic concepts of democracy, variously given different labelling, but 
which we can call the liberal vs. the socialist concept of democracy. The former 
emphasized the right to and the mechanism for political choice, the latter focused 
on the social and economic rights of the majority of people. Democracy was 
accordingly measured by different yardsticks: the liberal democracy by its free and 
                                                 
28 Dick Urban Vestbro, one of the early activists, has pointed this out in an unpublished draft on 
the history of the Africa Groups written 2004, “Från antirasism till antiimperialism” (from 
antiracism to antiimperialism).  
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fair elections, the socialist democracy by the socio-economic conditions of the 
masses.  

With hindsight one can say that each of these two definitions contained 
necessary but not sufficient criteria for democracy, the other definition being part 
of the needed addition. But this is not at all how we looked at things then. Socio-
economic liberation was the supreme goal. We did not neglect the political aspects 
of democracy, but we looked at them in a very different way than the advocates of 
Western style democracy.  

To us the democratic criterion of the liberation movements was their 
programmes for socio-economic improvement of the lot of the masses, to which 
by necessity they were compelled, because without it they would not get the 
necessary support among the peasants whose help they needed to conduct the 
armed struggle. It was from this that they derived their legitimacy.  

Our book quotes the ANC as saying that they had speaking for the mass of 
Africans to speaking with them (p. 248). Yet we seem to have been satisfied with 
a view of legitimate representation based on the moral claim that the elite (here 
the liberation movement’s leadership) acted for the best interests of the people. To 
ask for elections in the war situation would have been silly, and to ask for them 
after independence was not necessary. 

The one-party state was then a preferred system in Africa, and president 
Julius Nyerere of Tanzania gave it a moral justification by referring to the war on 
poverty that the underdeveloped countries had to wage. We agreed. In passing one 
can note that we were here joined by the Social Democrats, who upheld a double 
standard: staunch defenders of multi-party democracy at home but no objection to 
one-party states in Africa.  
We exaggerated the possibilities and likelihood for internal democracy within the 
party organisations. Did we flinch when FRELIMO in February 1977 and the 
MPLA in Dec. 1977 turned their broad liberation movements into Marxist-Leninist 
vanguard parties (p.128, 165), and in the process accepted only a minority of their 
former members? It did not seem so. Rather we took some pains to explain why 
PAIGC did not think they were yet mature for such a step, while they were going to 
demand that all members go through a trial period (which must have meant a 
shrinking membership there, too). 

It can be added that the reconsideration of our support for the one-party state 
does not automatically carry with it an acceptance for neoliberal economic 
policies.  

Zimbabwe worried us. It did not fit the radical scheme of liberation victory. 
We could not offer any other explanation to the concessions at the Lancaster 
House negotiations — on white vote, compensation for land expropriation, 
pensions to former civil servants etc. — than the rather weak one that the British 
government bugged the Zimbabwean delegation. “The land question can easily 
become a source of discontent”, we prophesized. (p. 201) In Namibia we saw how 
South Africa was trying to maneouver with new political parties to bypass 
SWAPO, and we stated that “Both internally and internationally, SWAPO is the 
only Namibian people’s voice against oppression.”(235) In neither case had we 
been able to see the introduction of a multiparty system as anything else than a 
watering down of the liberation goals. 

On the question of democracy our book nurtured illusions based on hope 
rather than on realities. Only history could correct our views, and show that 
legitimate representation cannot be merely claimed, it must be controlled by those 
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being represented, and there must be a guaranteed mechanism for choosing 
between alternatives, if the abuses of political power are to checked.     

Concluding remarks 

We did not test any hypotheses and certainly not try to falsify any theses in writing 
the liberation history. We had arrived at our conclusions before entering the 
writing. Those conclusions were not necessarily false, but the exercise of writing 
did not include an open-ended testing of assumptions. But we did want to give 
facts, relevant facts, and we did want explain the forces shaping history. We wanted 
to show why one should support the liberation struggle, and we wanted people to 
hear the words of the fighting Africans themselves. 

We were not uncritical — in fact we were quite critical of the “enemy”— but 
it did mean that we lowered our guard when describing the liberation movement. 
Deviations from our ideals were easily set aside or explained away as exceptions 
when it came to the liberation movements. Such facts were seen as not relevant to 
the unfolding of liberation that we assisted.29 

Perhaps some of what now seems like misleading simplifications was hard to 
avoid.  Perhaps it is not possible to write at such a level of generalisation and in 
such a condensed manner (on average 33 pages for each of “our” countries) and 
even approach the authenticity of people’s lives. While we described how our 
heroes from their midst and ours and their enemies coming from our countries 
moved on the political scene, we had no space and little imagination for the 
contradictory, messy and varied dramas of people’s lives.   

The experiences and fates of those human beings that make up a people need 
more than this and something else than this. Local and individual histories are 
particularly useful to unfold stories that will be the real test of contentions such as 
those we made on people-based power exercise.  

Our starting point was that the liberation struggle was just, and that the 
Western attempts to prevent liberation were wrong. The right to freedom was 
axiomatic. We could have stopped there, and carried on our campaigns for the 
liberation movements purely on a moral basis. But we also thought, in a somewhat 
contradictory stand that our support for this unquestionable right had to be 
founded on knowledge. Perhaps we also felt that being the campaign allies of the 
liberation movements our importance increased in the global struggle against 
capitalism and exploitation.  

The book did give knowledge to thousands of people in Sweden. It appeared 
in English at a time when it could fill a gap in southern Africa with its overview of 
all countries where armed struggle took place. The stories we told on the 
developments on the macro-plane give a good factual background. I am proud of 
having been part of this process. 

But I am not proud of the too many ways in which we substituted moralising 
and wishful thinking for analysis and the allowance for the possibility of less than 
heroic turns of events. Nor I am now impressed with our failure to take into 
account that the phase of liberation struggle comes to an end with independence, 

                                                 
29 We did have discussions at several of our annual congresses on “critical solidarity” that a 
Trotskyist minority of our members proposed, and the majority rejected even with threat of 
expulsion. However, the Trotskyist “critical solidarity” was also clothed in the language of 
friends and enemies, and for example MPLA was described as a traitor to the workers’ cause in 
Angola, with the unintelligible stand that we should still support MPLA. There was little ability 
to incorporate nuances and a non-combattant criticism. To be critical was to condemn.    
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and a whole new set of realities set in. A liberation movement which has become 
the party in power can be influenced by its past, but it is now something else.  

Whatever solidarity means, it can hardly mean solidarity for a state or a 
government. A state can have good or bad policies, and many have both. But the 
solidarity is for people not for governments.  

The values embedded in the concept ‘solidarity’ — liberation, social justice, 
equality — are now to be fought for on altogether different levels. That struggle is 
another chapter.  
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The AAM and the Free Mandela Campaign 
By 

 
Klein, Genevieve 

 
1. Introduction 

This presentation considers the nature of international support for the ANC, and looks 
specifically at the British Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) and the Free Nelson 
Mandela Campaign. The Mandela Campaign was important as it developed the image 
of Mandela internationally, depicting him as the leader of the African National 
Congress (ANC) and developing a specific and positive image around him. When the 
campaign started, many world leaders did not support major change inside South 
Africa, and had been affected by anti-ANC South African government propaganda. 
The campaign gave the ANC a human face, depicted Mandela as a hero rather than a 
terrorist and reassured international leaders regarding South Africa’s future. It also 
gave those fighting apartheid support and increased criticism of the South African 
government. Although this presentation only looks at the Mandela Campaign inside 
the UK, this is of importance as the AAM had close links with other AAMs and world 
bodies. The Mandela campaign helped to change the image of Mandela, making him 
known to the majority of the British population.  
 

2. The start of the campaign, 1976-1980 
The AAM had, since its founding, felt that the position of political prisoners was 
important, and had focused on informing people on their treatment. However, during 
the period 1976-1980 the political prisoner campaign began to change its focus, 
moving from political prisoners in general to Mandela. Mandela came to represent all 
political prisoners in South Africa and Namibia, and the call for his release came to 
symbolise the call for freedom for all political prisoners.  
 
The change in focus is evident in 1978 when the AAM organised a celebration for 
Mandela’s sixtieth birthday on the recommendation of ES Reddy.1 The pamphlet 
released spoke of Mandela’s lifelong struggle to free the people South Africa and 
stated that the international community should see the day as a ‘day which symbolises 
the courage and determination of the black people of South Africa to overthrow 
apartheid’, making it clear that Mandela was being used to represent other prisoners 
and all those fighting apartheid, and therefore the ANC. The AAM began to call 
Mandela the ‘leader of South Africa’s liberation movement’. An event was arranged 
for Mandela’s birthday together with the ANC, International Defence and Aid Fund 
(IDAF) and UN Special Committee Against Apartheid, which took place in the Grand 
Committee Room of the House of Commons. This was a sign of the start of a new 
campaign around Mandela, and even led to the British Prime Minister, James 
Callaghan, sending greetings to Mandela from the floor of the House of Commons, a 
significant step for the British government.2 
 
Oliver Tambo gave his support to the birthday celebrations, and built up the image 
developing around Mandela by speaking of him as the ANC representative of the 
generation of 1943, and concluding that Mandela’s qualities as ‘patriot and 
                                                 
1 James Sanders, South Africa and the international media, 1972-1979. A struggle for representation. 
London, 2000, p. 97. 
2 MSS AAM 1908: Nelson Mandela’s 60th Birthday; MSS AAM 1909: Mandela Campaign 1980-1982. 
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revolutionary have placed him where he is today, in the front ranks of the authentic 
leadership of the people of South Africa and a respected world statesman.’3 The 
rhetoric used by Tambo was taken over by the AAM. Tambo highlighted Mandela 
above other colleagues and used him as a representative for the beliefs of the ANC. 
Tambo’s speech shows how the campaign was a way of showing the ANC to the 
British public in a more positive light and, at the same time, developing Mandela as a 
leader in the struggle and calling for his release. These were the tactics employed by 
the AAM in their campaigning around Mandela, and this concurrence between the 
AAM and ANC is evidence of their close working relationship.  
 
These initial campaigns focused on two aspects –showing Mandela as human, 
intelligent, a natural leader and a victim of the South African regime, and as important 
and influential, both in the ANC and in the wider South African context.4 It was only 
by depicting Mandela in this way the he could become an accepted and powerful 
symbol of the struggle against apartheid, the ANC and of political prisoners. 
 

3. Increasing the campaign, 1980-1988 
In the period 1980-1982 the Mandela Campaign took form as one of the most 
important aspects of AAM work with relation to political prisoners. South Africa The 
Imprisoned Society (SATIS), an organisation formed with representatives from 
different British pressure groups, and the IDAF also began to focus on Mandela, and 
realised the importance of the campaign, which developed into an international 
priority.  
 
On 9 March 1980 the Johannesburg newspaper, the Sunday Post called for a 
campaign to free Mandela with a report on Mandela that stated that ‘by far the largest 
percentage of our people still regard Nelson Mandela as the number one leader of our 
people’ and that ‘Mandela commands a following that is unheard of in this land’. The 
newspaper began a petition for Mandela’s release, and on 19 March followed up with 
an editorial by Percy Qoboza stating that ‘[n]o black leader in modern History has 
consistently captured and sustained the emotions and warmth of our people [more] 
than Nelson Mandela’. The government banned the newspaper for initiating the 
campaign.5  
 
The Sunday Post campaign got support inside South Africa from different sectors of 
society, and by 26 March 15000 signatures had been collected. The Sunday Post call 
provided the unique opportunity for international action in support of the internal 
campaign and a meeting was held between the AAM and ANC in April to discuss a 
short intensive campaign. In May SATIS forwarded a memorandum to the ANC 
proposing an intensified international campaign for the release of Mandela, and 
although the ANC supported the idea it was not sure what priority the campaign 
should take. Tambo gave support to the campaign, and discussions began in earnest 
between SATIS, the AAM and IDAF.6 
 
The AAM outlined the aims of its campaign as increasing public awareness of 
Mandela and other prisoners, providing international solidarity for those campaigning 

                                                 
3 MSS AAM 1908: Nelson Mandela’s 60th Birthday: ANC Statement. 
4 MSS AAM 1908: Nelson Mandela’s 60th Birthday. 
5 MSS AAM 1909: Mandela Campaign 1980-1982. 
6 Ibid. 
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in South Africa, and putting pressure on the British and Western governments to act. 
The AAM produced leaflets calling on people to participate in a release Mandela 
petition, to send postcards to Mandela and to join in other activities organised by the 
AAM in solidarity with the ANC. At this time, detailed reporting on the campaign in 
Britain was limited to newspapers left in the political spectrum, but support began to 
increase, and came from different sectors of society. In April 1981 the AAM and 
IDAF sent a declaration to Thatcher regarding the government taking a stand on the 
issue, and they were supported by the Labour Party, some Tories, MPs in both the 
British and European Parliament, the media, academics, Trade Unions, and students. 
On 11 October the Lord Provost of Glasgow, calling for the immediate and 
unconditional release all political prisoners in South Africa, initiated a Mayors 
Declaration, while 205 British MPs signed a House of Commons motion in July 
1982.7 
 
The number of organisations honouring Mandela increased considerably, both in 
number and variety, which became an important symbol of support for Mandela and 
continued to increase throughout the decade. The City Council of Glasgow became 
the first to grant Mandela freedom of the City in 1980, and by April 1981 there was 
already considerable support for Mandela’s release in Britain.8 On 5 August 1982 
Tambo made a public statement in Britain calling for international intensification of 
the campaign. In July an Early Day Motion was accepted in the House of Commons 
calling on the South African government to release Mandela and others, which got the 
support of 105 MPs from the Conservative, Liberal and Labour Party. By mid-1982 
the campaign became the centre of SATIS work as through it an understanding of the 
general situation could be developed and other campaigns strengthened. On 11 
October 1982 the Mandela campaign was re-launched in New York, and Robert 
Hughes of the AAM outlined planned activities. By November the AAM commented 
that the second campaign for Mandela’s release, had more support than the 1963/4 
campaign.9 The re-launch led to renewed interest inside Britain, and in the media.10  
 
The major event for 1983 was the celebration of Mandela’s 65th birthday, and 
numerous honours were bestowed on Mandela. A Free Mandela Concert was 
organised by the AAM at Queen Elizabeth Hall, and a Festival of African sounds was 
held, which was attended by over 3000 people, and was reported in New Musical 
Express (NME).11 During the year it became clear that more organisations were aware 
of the plight of Mandela, and the campaign was growing in stature. Many 
organisations that wanted to make contact with the ANC, contacted the AAM first, 
clearly showing its prominent position. It received encouragement from the South 
African Release Mandela Committee, which thanked it for its support and from 
Winnie Mandela who thanked those in the UK for their solidarity.12  
 
However, although the British public did become better informed about Mandela and 
apartheid and requests for information and donations increased, the AAM could not 

                                                 
7 Ibid.; Annual Report 1980-81. 
8 MSS AAM 1909: Mandela Campaign 1980-1982; Annual Report 1981-82. 
9 MSS AAM 1909: Mandela Campaign 1980-1982; Annual Report 1982-83. 
10 MSS AAM 1909: Mandela Campaign 1980-1982. 
11 Annual Report 1982-83; MSS AAM 1910: Mandela Campaign 1983; MSS AAM 1913: African 
Sounds Festival, July 1983; MSS AAM 1914: Nelson Mandela’s 65th birthday. 
12 MSS AAM 1910: Mandela Campaign 1983. 
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yet claim mass support. Proof is seen for instance in the awarding of a freedom award 
in Aberdeen, where a newspaper stated that when people were asked their opinion 
regarding Mandela and Winnie receiving the award, 69% did not know Mandela and 
only 30% did. Also, by September the AAM had not got the support it expected for its 
release Mandela petition, and it contacted the ANC regarding postponing its 
presentation to the UN in June.13 
  
In 1983 the AAM received another message from the Release Mandela Committee in 
South Africa, giving their unconditional support to the AAM, showing how close the 
AAM had come to activities inside South Africa and how it was following the aims 
and needs of the liberation movements and not just its own agenda. After the 1983 
birthday celebration, the main focus of the campaign became the international 
petition, although its presentation to the UN was postponed until 11 October 1984. 
Free Mandela Committees were formed in other countries as a result of the petition. 
Activities and support in 1984 were boosted by the release of the single ‘Nelson 
Mandela’ by Jerry Dammers and Special AKA in March, which reached number nine 
in the UK Hit Parade. The AAM provided information for the record sleeve and 
received letters from young people who bought the record and wanted information on 
apartheid and Mandela. Most respondents came from the UK and were young; and 
awareness was thus extended to the younger generation through popular music. 
Pressure had increased to such an extent that Thatcher raised the issue with Botha 
during his visit to the UK, but refused to report his response. 14 
 
During 1985 Mandela came to be accepted as a pivotal figure in the South African 
liberation struggle, and Botha offered him release on condition he renounce violence. 
Mandela rejected the conditions and called on Botha to renounce violence, unban the 
ANC and dismantle apartheid. The number of reports on Mandela increased, as did 
interviews in papers and profiles on radio and TV. During the year Thatcher, the UN 
Security Council, the EEC, and business leaders inside South Africa expressed 
support for Mandela’s unconditional release. On 11 October a Declaration started by 
Huddleston in 1984 was handed over to the UN, consisting of over half a million 
signatures.15 During 1986 Mandela was established as a symbol of a free, non-racial 
South Africa and the AAM organised two massive demonstrations and commissioned 
a larger than life artwork of Mandela. Local events, including petitions and honouring 
Mandela, increased across the UK.16 Over the next year the campaign became better 
developed internationally, and world leaders and bodies gave their support to 
Mandela, and the ANC. People saw Mandela as leader of the ANC, and most people 
saw him as a martyr rather than terrorist. This meant that the campaign succeeded in 
giving the ANC a human face and changing the image of Mandela, although it was 
only in 1988 that true mass mobilisation was achieved. 
 

4. The Freedom at Seventy Campaign, 1988 
It was the Freedom at Seventy Campaign organised by the AAM in 1988, which 
really changed and popularised the face of Mandela in Britain and mobilised and 
conscientised the youth. The Campaign was, arguably, one of the most effective by a 
British pressure group. The aim of the campaign was to free Mandela, an aim it failed 

                                                 
13 Ibid. 
14 Annual report 1983-4; MSS AAM 1916: Selection of enquiries in response to special AKA single. 
15 Annual Report 1984-5. 
16 Annual Report 1985-6. 
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in, but on a deeper level it aimed to achieve mass support for the struggle against 
apartheid in new sectors of the population, and support for the ANC as representative 
of the people of South Africa. The campaign also ‘…demonstrated the capacity of the 
worldwide anti-apartheid movement to determine the international agenda and 
thereby demonstrably influence the politics of governments throughout the world’.17 
It was an important turning point for the AAM both in terms of size and nature of 
support, and did have an effect on the release of political prisoners. The campaign 
consisted of four key elements which were adapted and supplemented as necessary - 
first a Tribute Concert at Wembley Stadium on 11 June, followed by the Mandela 
Freedom March from Glasgow to London, ending with a rally on 17 July in Hyde 
Park, and finally Mandela’s birthday itself was celebrated with local events across the 
country.18 
 
The official launch of the campaign took place on 20 April at the Africa Centre. 
Ismail Ayob, who brought a message from Winnie, Huddleston, and Frank Chikane, 
gave addresses.19 Statements of support for the AAM and the Campaign were 
received throughout the campaign, and other groups organised their own activities. 
Merchandising was recognised as important in increasing awareness about Mandela 
and the AAM and in raising funds. The AAM got assistance with merchandising from 
Anti-Apartheid Enterprises and Freedom Productions, and even placed products in 
retail outlets so as to reach new markets. It produced new information brochures and 
placed adverts in numerous newspapers, reaching thousand of new people in this way. 
20 By the end of August it was clear that activity had increased, and total donations for 
May to August increased from £10980 in 1987 to £29814, while income from 
literature distribution increased from £15420 to £22309.21 
 
The Mandela Tribute Concert was initially the idea of Artists Against Apartheid 
which approached the AAM. The AAM decided to make use of professionals in the 
organisation and running of the concert in order to ensure maximum exposure.22 The 
line up for the Concert was impressive, and included Simple Minds, Tracy Chapman, 
Hugh Masakela and Miriam Makeba, covering both popular and African music. The 
concert turned into the largest international TV and radio event since Live Aid, and 
extended to over ten hours.23 In March BBC2 and Radio 1 announced they would 
broadcasting the event, although this resulted in criticism of the BBC for broadcasting 
an event of this political nature. In general the concert was well received, and the 
AAM received many letters of congratulations. Tickets were sold out, and 60000 
people attended the live event with thousand more watching on television.24 An 
important achievement was the coverage of the concert in a wide range of newspapers 

                                                 
17 Annual Report 1987-8: Nelson Mandela Freedom Campaign. 
18 Annual Report 1987-8, MSS AAM 1920: NM Freedom at 70. General Correspondence. 1987 – May 
1988, MSS AAM 1922 – NMF at 70: Staff meetings and reports, MSS AAM 1923: NM Freedom at 70. 
Press Releases. 
19 Annual Report 1987-8, MSS AAM 1933: Hyde Park Rally. 
20 MSS AAM 1925: Correspondence with Laister Dickson Ltd, MSS AAM 1920: NM Freedom at 70. 
General Correspondence. 1987 – May 1988, MSS AAM 1927: Freedom at 70 media and merchandise, 
MSS AAM 1929 – Nelson Mandela 70th Birthday tribute concert. 
21 MSS AAM 1927: Freedom at 70 media and merchandise. 
22 MSS AAM 1929: NM 70th Birthday tribute concert. 
23 Annual Report 1987-8, MSS AAM 1923: NM Freedom at 70. Press Releases, MSS AAM 1924: 
Circular letters. 
24 Annual Report 1987-8, MSS AAM 1929: NM 70th Birthday tribute concert. 
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across the UK. This meant that reporting of South Africa was transformed and 
extended away from just the left. Articles appeared in, among others, The Guardian, 
Evening Telegraph, The Star, Time Out, Evening Post, Tribune, NME, Daily Mirror, 
and local papers.25 
 
The Mandela March consisted of 25 marchers marching from Glasgow to London, 
and was led by three former political prisoners. The march was an important part of 
the campaign as it took it to other parts of the country and offered the opportunity for 
Local AA Groups to get involved. It was also the longest ‘mass’ political march in 
Britain, covering 590 miles in five weeks. A Freedom Bus was organised to 
accompany marchers, as it offered an easy way of transporting belongings and first 
aid, and was a visible advertisement for the AAM. The bus also carried merchandise. 
There were few problems during the march and in most areas the marchers were well 
received, although the AAM was disappointed with the amount of money raised.26 A 
message of thanks was received from Winnie stating that ‘We greatly appreciate and 
are extremely proud of the marchers who have identified themselves with our 
struggle… that is a gesture which puts not only the ANC on the international map, but 
the cause of our people and what the ANC stands for…’. 27  
 
The high point of the campaign for the AAM was the Rally at Hyde Park on 17 July. 
It was the final point on the Mandela March, and was preceded by a short rally at 
Finsbury Park, where thousands joined the Mandela Marchers for the last leg of the 
march. The rally was chaired by Hughes, and included performances by Jonas 
Gwangwa, Jerry Dammers and Simple Minds, and speeches by, among others, 
Huddleston, Ramphal, Toivo, Msimang and Tutu.28 After the rally a late night vigil 
was held outside the South African Embassy organised by the AAM and London 
committee to see in Mandela’s birthday.29 Reports on the rally appeared in numerous 
papers, often with at least a small mention on the front page. This is proof of the 
growing awareness of Mandela and the fact that the AAM campaign was successful in 
mobilising people against apartheid.30 There were also papers, such as The Daily 
Record and Herald Tribune that criticised the march and letters in newspapers such as 
The Times that continued to call Mandela a terrorist31, but even this showed a growing 
awareness of his cause.  
 
The Mandela Freedom at Seventy Campaign was successful in building mobilisation 
around Mandela and in increasing support for the AAM. Over 60000 people received 
information brochures on apartheid during the campaign, and about 5000 individuals 
and organisations joined the AAM.32 In order to assess the effect of the campaign, the 
AAM commissioned a Gallup Poll. The poll asked about people’s view on the British 
government policy towards South Africa, and found that 45% of the population felt 
the government was not doing enough, with 36% of Conservatives having this 

                                                 
25 MSS AAM 1930: Nelson Mandela 70th birthday, tribute concert. Press cuttings 
26 Annual Report 1987-8; MSS AAM 1934: Mandela Freedom March; MSS AAM 1935: Mandela 
Freedom March. 
27 MSS AAM 1935: Mandela Freedom March – message by Winnie Mandela. 
28 MSS AAM 1933: Hyde Park Rally. 
29 Annual Report 1987-8. 
30 MSS AAM 1933: Hyde Park Rally. 
31 MSS AAM 1934: Mandela Freedom March, MSS AAM 1930: Nelson Mandela 70th birthday, tribute 
concert. Press cuttings. 
32 Annual Report: 1987-8, MSS AAM 1923: NM Freedom at 70. Press Releases. 
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opinion and 52% of Labour. Regarding Mandela, 1485 of the 1929 polled had heard 
of Mandela and of these, 77% knew about his situation. Of those who knew of 
Mandela, 70% supported his release and 10% were opposed it. In the age group 16-
24, 76% supported his release.33 This showed that knowledge of Mandela and his 
situation had improved across political and age groupings. It also showed that 
criticism of government policy came from across the political spectrum.  
 

5. Conclusion 
The campaign around Mandela was clearly effective in increasing international 
support for his release and in making South Africa and apartheid more topical. The 
campaign also established Mandela as a leader and important figure in the future of 
South Africa internationally. With the image of Mandela established, international 
leaders could be more certain of what to expect with a change of government in South 
Africa, and fewer people saw the ANC as a terrorist organisation. Mandela was seen 
as a rational, forgiving figure, a man of royal lineage with a degree in law. His image 
had thus been recreated internationally, and at the same time his legitimacy as leader 
of South Africa had been strengthened. International pressure contributed to the South 
African government realisation that its propaganda had failed, and that Mandela 
needed to be released for the international opinion of South Africa to change. It was 
the Freedom At Seventy Campaign that finally elevated Mandela to this position 
inside Britain. 

                                                 
33 MSS AAM 1932: Gallup Poll 
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THE STRUGGLE, SCAPEGOATS AND BOTHA’S 

BABYLON: 

REFLECTIONS ON THE WAY THAT THE REGIME OF 

PW BOTHA VIEWED THE INTERNATIONAL ANTI-

APARTHEID CAMPAIGN 
 

JAN-AD STEMMET & MARIETJIE OELOFSE1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

During the early 1980s violent political conflict erupted across South Africa. The 
violence soon developed a dynamism, which seemed irrevocable as it hammered on with 
unprecedented intensity. Centering mainly around those forces in favor of the political 
status quo and those against it, apartheid’s violent crisis quickly caught the eyes and ears 
of the world. The international anti-apartheid movement lobbied across the globe in an 
attempt to end the carnage that was the apartheid crucible. Spurned on by the anti-
apartheid movement the international community gave expression to their contempt for 
apartheid and that which it symbolized through a wide variety of anti-apartheid measures.  
 

As the international anti-apartheid campaign reached the one after the other climax 
during the 1980s, the minority regime of PW Botha tried desperately to ward off these 
growing pressures. The regime, while dependent on the global community, started to 
increasingly take on a lager attitude and regarded the anti-apartheid movement with utter 
contempt. Declaring in August 1985 that the outside world should not “push us too far” 
the regime regarded foreign critics and anti-apartheid groupings abroad with defiance and 
loathing. Utilizing its Total National Strategy the regime employed a variety of tactics – 
some public, others covert – in an attempt to elude, coheres and or suppresses 
international interest in and or access to the apartheid crisis of the 1980s.  
 

The regime regarded all anti-apartheid sentiments as not being indicative that their 
political status quo was abhorred, instead they concluded that it was all the result of a 
massive global conspiracy. A plot aimed not in fact against apartheid but instead against 
South Africa itself. In reaction the minority regime constructed an elaborate strategy. 
This so-called Total Strategy determined how the apartheid-government would manage 
their politics in the 1980s. According to this strategy the anti-apartheid campaign was 
merely a front for a highly sophisticated economic and psychological war waged against 
the country. In effect the Total Strategy made the total anti-apartheid campaign an all-
enveloping scapegoat for all its woes. 
 

                                                 
1 Department of History, University of the Free State. 
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STRATEGIC TOTALITY AND TOTALIZING STRATEGY  

 

“It was not a race war! It was a war against Cuban and Russian communism. There is not 
such a thing as hatred between the Afrikaner and blacks…”2said the former State 
President PW Botha, during a private discussion with Dr Stemmet during 2000. More 
than a decade after the Berlin Wall crumbled, bringing the whole Russian empire 
crashing down with it; and more then ten years after his tenure as State President of South 
Africa came to an equally dramatic end, PW Botha is still steadfastly rigid when 
discussing the concept of Total Onslaught. “I predicted that there was a Total Onslaught 
against South Africa. I said so in parliament – there is a Total Onslaught, psychological, 
political, economic and military. And I said that we should develop a Total Strategy 
against it…In the eighties the onslaught against South Africa was bigger than before. It 
was an onslaught that manifested itself in South Africa, in Angola, in the fall of the 
Portuguese regions and was inflamed by international powers…”3 
 

The genesis of the total onslaught, as perceived by the Nationalists and the motivation for 
the formulation of a national total strategy both lies in the political changes of the 1960s 
and ‘70s. During 1960, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan delivered his ‘winds of 
change’ speech, urging the minority Government to move with the times and away from 
its racial policies.4 The speech, and the fundamental cleft it implied in Pretoria and 
London’s political reasoning, bewildered the Nationalists. A year later South Africa also 
dramatically gave up its membership of the Commonwealth, after the country came under 
attack in that forum as a result of its racial policies.5 During the same year as 
Macmillan’s speech, 1960, the growing contemptuousness for the South African system 
of apartheid was intensified after a number of blacks taking part in a protest march were 
shot dead by South African police. The incident became known as the Sharpeville 
Shooting and resulted in the adoption of various resolutions by the UN.6 Two years later, 
the organisation went further with the formation of a Special Committee on Apartheid 
and urged its members to isolate the Republic. 1963 saw the Security Council of the UN 
implement a voluntary arms embargo against Pretoria.7  
 

Apart from apartheid, the Nationalists were also embroiled in an international 
controversy over Namibia, which South Africa had controlled since the First World War. 
Initially the saga took the form of a legalistic debate, culminating in the International 
Court of Justice refusing to accept Pretoria’s trustee claims in 1966 and ruling, in 1971, 
that South Africa’s occupation of Namibia was illegal.8 
 

By the mid-1970s the Portuguese were evacuating their colonies in Africa, leaving a 
volatile power vacuum in Angola, which three opposing factions fought frantically to fill. 
After being prompted to do so by the United States, South African Prime Minister B.J. 

                                                 
2 J-A STEMMET PRIVATE COLLECTION: Interview with PW BOTHA. 13 October 2000.  
3 Ibid.  
4 Cameron, T. (ed.), Nuwe geskiedenis van Suid-Afrika, pp. 286, 288. 
5  Ibid.  
6 Alden, C., Apartheid’s last stand, p. 33 
7 Ibid.  
8 Van Vuuren, D.J. (et al), South Africa: the challenge of reform, p. 410. 
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Vorster sent South African troops to Angola to support the National Front for the 
Liberation of Angola [FNLA]. In pure military terms the exercise was a tremendous 
success for the South African Defence Force [SADF], which succeeded in moving and 
striking far and fast, and finally halted just twenty kilometers outside the Angolan capital, 
Luanda. It was there that Pretoria received news that the White House had reassessed its 
position on Angola, with the side effects of the Vietnam war still being felt, the Oval 
Office did not want to sit with an African Saigon. The South African forces were left 
twisting in the wind and without American assistance there was really no point in Pretoria 
keeping its forces in Angola.*9 
 

Not only did it leave more than one Nationalist embittered with regard to the US, but it 
also held serious diplomatic repercussions for the minority Government and specifically 
in Africa. Preceding the military exercise, Prime Minister Vorster had painstakingly tried 
to improve the apartheid state’s diplomatic position in so-called ‘black Africa’. The 
Angolan operation proved to be detrimental to his initiatives. Once again the minority 
Government was regarded as Africa’s biggest bully and the continent’s disdain for South 
Africa deepened.10 
 

On June 16th1976, what would become known as the Soweto Riots broke out in the 
immense Transvaal township near Johannesburg. The rioting spread like wildfire to other 
townships and would eventually only subside after almost eight months. Vorster was 
adamant in his attempt to stamp out the unrest. Hundreds of people, many of which were 
children, died. Throughout this process the world was shocked by the savageness and 
apparent chaos in South Africa. In the aftermath of the rioting many young blacks fled 
South Africa to join the ANC and Umkhonto we Sizwe [MK], the military wing of the 
banned organisation. By the end of the decade they would return to South Africa, 
trained.11 
 

In 1977, following the Soweto riots, the UN finally banned the sale of weapons to South 
Africa. The US also, officially, stopped supplying South Africa with any equipment that 
could be used during security operations. And then on the 11th of September 1977, 
popular black activist leader, Steve Biko became immortalised when he died at the hands 
of South African security personnel whilst in Police custody. As the details of his brutal 
death spread, it sent shock waves across the world. Once more reverberating in 
international condemnation of the white minority government and their system.  
 

During this period, while the minority Government’s actions were increasingly being 
questioned by the international community and South Africa was evolving into a pariah 
state, Russian-backed Cuban troops were starting to become an increasingly prominent 

                                                 
* This study is not an analysis of the so-called border war or bush war, but it is important to refer to South 
Africa’s military position and actions, to describe the broader context within which the Total Strategy was 
conceptualized and implemented. There are many sources on South Africa’s military involvement in 
Namibia / Angola. For example:  High Noon in Southern Africa by Chester Crocker or Days of the generals 
by H. Hammann.  
9 Joyce, P., The rise and fall of apartheid: the chronicle of a divided society as told through South Africa’s 
newspapers, pp. 72-73, 108. 
10 Ibid.  
11 Ibid.   
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presence in Angola. On the other border, to the East, and making no secret of his Marxist 
inclinations, Samora Machel became Mozambique’s president.12 During the 1960s and 
1970s, while being ostracized to an ever-increasing degree by the world, the strategic 
value of the sea routes over which Pretoria presided, was highlighted by upheavals in the 
Middle East. In 1967, Egyptian leader Gamal Abdal Nasser closed the Suez Canal as part 
of the approaching Six Day War. This prompted Western leaders to again realize the 
value of the Cape route. While at the same time the West, and Pretoria, witnessed the 
introduction of the Soviet Navy into the Indian Ocean.13 
 

To further exasperate the overall sociopolitical climate, by the latter half of the 1970s 
South Africa’s economy was stuck in the most severe recession in the country’s history. 
The real growth rate for 1978 being zero, furthermore during the time of the Soweto riots 
there were 2 000 000 unemployed blacks in South Africa, with labour unrest flaring up. 
To aggravate the situation there were also a number of attacks by MK.14  
 
The idea for an extensive all encompassing security plan of action, had its origins in the 
1960s. Already then the Nationalist prime minister Dr HF Verwoerd, made his Minister 
of Defence PW Botha attentive to the calamities the future might hold for the country, 
according to Botha, Verwoerd expected South Africa to come under the pressure and 
warned him to be vigilant in safeguarding the Republic.15 Verwoerd also stated, on 
numerous occasions, that South Africa’s white minority had to realize that they would, 
eventually, stand alone in their politics. “Die witman moet hom handhaaf oral waar hy is, 
solank as moontlik…Aan ons almal is dit duidelik gemaak dat ons wat hierdie sake 
betref, op onsself aangewese is…die witman, al staan hy alleen, nie gaan padgee 
nie…Die witman van Afrika is egter intussen op sy eie gelaat…Ons moet helder en reguit 
wees. Die sentiment van ‘n statebond of van ‘n monargie, die gedagte dat ons sal 
beskerm en verdedig word, geld nie op hierdie terrein nie.” – HF Verwoerd, Policy 
Statement, Parliament, 9 March 1960.16 As far as the minority regime was concerned all 
these crises and the growing anti-apartheid sentiments of the international community 
were all indicative of a very real and global conspiracy. 
 

In its theoretical basis, Gen. Malan’s definition concurs, in a 1996 interview with Playboy 
Magazine he defined a total onslaught as follows: “A total onslaught is where you use all 
your power together to obtain your objective. For instance if you want to conquer a 
country you do it through physical power, through economic means, political means, all 
the means you have to achieve your objective.”17 Although the understanding of the 
premise of a total war was thus not unique to the minority Government, what was unique 
was their finer conceptualization of the total war with respect to the groups the 
Government reasoned were involved and its motivation for waging the Total Onslaught. 
The crux of Total Onslaught, as perceived by the minority Government, was that the anti-
apartheid campaign and struggle was part of an international conspiracy, lead by the 

                                                 
12 Ibid.  
13 Alden, p. 33. 
14 Frankel, P. (et al.), State, resistance and change in South Africa, p. 53.  
15 J-A STEMMET PRIVATE COLLECTION: Interview with PW BOTHA. 13 October 2000. 
16 Pelzer, A.N. (red), Verwoerd aan die woord, p. 345.  
17 Carter, S., “Magnus Malan: 20 questions” in Playboy, vol. 3, no. 2, March 1996, pp. 73-76. 
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USSR, to take control of South Africa as part of a Kremlin-engineered plot to conquer 
and rule the world. This onslaught was not only focused on a military level and 
manifested itself in all possible spheres. To muster support for the campaign against 
South Africa, the country’s internal situation was exaggerated and exploited under the 
anti-apartheid banner.18 
 

In this regard the government thrived on statements like the ones made by dr. Igor 
Glagolev, who until he defected to the West in 1976, was a foreign affairs consultant to 
the Soviet Politburo, when he gave a somewhat enthusiastic appraisal of South Africa’s 
value to the USSR: “The Russians are determined to take South Africa and to get the full 
benefit of its tremendous mineral wealth…They know that once they take South Africa, 
once they take its mineral wealth for themselves and can benefit from its strategic 
position, they will eventually control the world. If they can take South Africa, nothing 
can stop them.”19 During 1984, analysts at the American John F. Kennedy special warfare 
centre, alleged that Gen. Malan issued a secret directive to the SADF, prompting them to 
tone down their references to the ‘total onslaught’. Apparently, the General reasoned that 
an over emphasis of the concept could too easily have led to uproar and distorted 
assessments of the South African situation.20 Nonetheless, the 1980s did nothing to 
diminish the Nationalists’ perception of a conspiracy that was waging total war against 
them. If anything the violent political upheavals and dramatics of the mid to latter half of 
the decade with the coming of age of the mass movement; township violence reaching 
‘all time high’ proportions and the ANC blurring the distinction between hard and soft 
targets attracted attention to apartheid and South Africa on a more extensive global scale 
than ever before. 
 

An example of how the Nationalists’ views about a hostile outside world intensified, or at 
least stayed rigid, and how even the West were seen by them as part of the problem, can 
be found in a 1979-speech of PW Botha in which he dramatically declared: “We have 
become disillusioned with the West.”21 A year later he went even further: “There are 
people who…believe that the West will help us. Let me tell you this: If South Africa 
were to be confronted tomorrow by Communist forces, the West will not help us. Britain 
cannot help us, Europe cannot help us, and America does not want to help us.”22 During 
the spring of 1983, PW Botha said: “South Africa is strategically important – because of 
its military and economic strengths as well as its strategic mineral production, its 
transport network and its modern harbours. Russian expansionism is threatening us and in 
spite of that other western countries are reluctant to acknowledge our real value.”23 
Throughout the 1980s PW Botha and his regime would blame the growing anti-apartheid 
actions emanating from the West on their governments having grown decadent, 
exploitative and their “inherent weaknesses.”24  
 

                                                 
18 Scholtz, JJJ, Fighter and reformer – extracts from the speeches by PW Botha, p. 33. 
19 PW BOTHA: PRIVATE COLLECTION AT INCH: PV 203 / PS 12/6/1. 
20 Cooper, C. (et al.), “Security” in Race Relations Survey 1984, p. 772.  
21 Scholtz, p. 73. 
22 Ibid., p. 75.  
23 Murray, H., “Interview: PW Botha” in Leadership SA, vol. 2, no. 3, Spring 1983, p. 20. 
24 Scholtz, p. 74.  
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One insightful example of how some commentators, who were susceptible to the concept 
of a total war being waged against the Republic, reasoned and regarded the threat of the 
Total Onslaught during the 1980s, can be found in an article published by KJ de Beer, 
under the heading: “The Total Onslaught On The Republic Of South Africa As Bastion 
Of The Free Western World”.25 According to his 1987 article, South Africa found itself 
“in a war of ideas against everything” and under total attack on the following fronts, he 
identified fifteen:  
1. Convictional. 
2. Ethical – breach of international morals 
3. Juridical – breach of international law 
4. Aesthetic – boycott of cultural relations  
5. Economic – disinvestment 
6. Social – banning of diplomatic relations 
7. Linguistic – breakdown of communications26 
8. Historical – colonialism  
9. Analytical – illogical attacks  
10. Emotional – psychological warfare 
11. Biological – population explosion 
12. Physical – energy crisis  
13. Kinematic – technological inferiority  
14. Spatial – communistic expansion 
15. Numerical – threat of one man one vote27 
 

An underlying theme of the article, and indeed of South Africa’s concept of the Total 
Onslaught, was that the West was also not to be counted on for support in this struggle 
and that their anti-apartheid sentiments were misplaced and being exploited. Already in 
the 1970s, the then Prime Minister, BJ Vorster, drew a comparison between American 
pressure on Pretoria to communist subversion, saying “In the one case (the pressure on 
South Africa) will come about as a result of brute force. In the other case, it will be 
strangulation with finesse”.28 Keeping in mind the world opinion on South Africa during 
the 1980s, it not surprisingly castigated the West for its so-called double standards when 
dealing with South Africa. For example, on the question of sanctions against the 
apartheid-state, according to De Beer, the United States “the prime upholders of the 
system of free trade” are curbing American investment in South Africa and thus “actually 
prescribing to entrepreneurs as to what they should do with their money!”29 Calling on 
the West to change their attitudes towards South Africa, he wrote: “For the sake of the 
democratic and true Christian freedom of this bastion of the Free West, let us not divide 
ourselves but cooperate for coalition through peace.”30  
 

                                                 
25 De Beer, KJ, “The total onslaught against the Republic of South Africa as bastion of the free Western 
world” in the Journal For Contemporary History, vol. 12, no. 1, April 1987, p. 28 
26 Ibid., p. 29.  
27 Ibid. 
28 Alden, p. 40. 
29 De Beer, p. 36.  
30 Ibid., p. 48.  
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In 1982, a document compiled for the State President broken down the objectives of the 
perceived Total Onslaught against South Africa into six phases:  
1. Create a revolutionary climate in your target country. 
2. Unleash a terrorist struggle. 
3. Isolate the target country internationally. 
4. Destroy your target country’s will to fight. 
5. Neutralise your target country’s Armed Forces. 
6. A military seizure of power.31 
 

Different commentators in South Africa analyzing the internal situation, regarded against 
the backdrop of African and world politics, viewed the future of the country, and 
specifically that of its ruling class, with growing alarm. As Grundy summed up: “South 
Africa’s government officials live in a world that they perceive to be fundamentally and 
increasingly hostile, to be encapsulated under the rubric ‘total onslaught’ ”.32 
 

It stands to reasons that not all groupings in South Africa attached the same weight to the 
regime’s conspiracy theories. For many this was paranoid melodrama. The regime was 
aware of this. In a classified report of 1982 to the PW Botha it stated: “The impression is 
created that the total onslaught is something that was thought up by government-advisors 
to draw attention away from our country’s problems.”33 But for the government this was 
all very real, as the Report stated: “Whoever cannot recognize this onslaught as being 
part of a hostile interwoven strategy, live in a dream world and plays into the hands of 
those who formulated the strategy against the Republic of South Africa.”34 
 

According to the extensive report, this type of skepticism could be expected as the enemy 
was trying to brainwash or at least dupe South Africans into mistrusting their 
government’s actions. “The Republic of South Africa is today the victim of the most 
intensive psychological war campaign in the history of the world.”35  
 

In the context of what the regime was convinced was a well-orchestrated worldwide 
Total Onslaught, the international anti-apartheid campaign was not merely regarded as 
being opposed to the system of segregation. It was in fact regarded as a fully-fledged 
psychological war with the ultimate aim of toppling the government and destroying South 
Africa. As such being outspokenly anti-apartheid indeed being negative about the regime, 
implied to the state, that knowingly or unknowingly you were furthering the aims of the 
Russian masterminded total onslaught. “Russia and its compatriots have developed 
psychological warfare to a fine art… They have perfected the art to such an extent that 
they even use their enemies to strive for their aims.”36 Already in the early 1980s the 
regime stated that as far as military affairs were concerned the state would have very little 
to fear from its enemies. “The RSA nonetheless is vulnerable regarding the propaganda-
onslaught because of the nature and composition of its population. There are many 
‘differences’ that can be exploited. We cannot allow that the citizens and the mass media 

                                                 
31 PW BOTHA PRIVATE COLLECTION AT INCH: PS 12/6/1:1980-1982. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid.  
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid.  
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of the RSA to become an extension of the offensive propaganda machine.”37 Indeed as 
far as the supposed psychological war was concerned the media would form one of the 
biggest threats to the state. Time and again President Botha and Gen. Malan warned that 
ultimately the Total Onslaught was a war of ideas; a war for the hearts and minds of the 
masses.38 Who then was more powerful than the purveyors of opinion – the media.   
 

With the aforementioned in mind, it can come as no surprise that the media – in particular 
the foreign media – came under specific scrutiny from the regime. As far as the 
government was concerned all negative news about the state implied sanctioning for the 
enemies of the state. Secondly they made no distinction between objective or biased 
news, the only real criteria was how it made the government look – if it was negative it 
was offensive. Positive news about the regime was regarded as being objective 
journalism performed by reporters of the highest caliber, whereas negative reports about 
the regime was regarded as being just another example of the psychological war against 
the country. The authorities developed a mentality where all negative news about South 
Africa was inherently regarded as being subjective distortions of the truth. The 
Government also believed that for the most part the media – particularly the foreign 
media – was essentially against the regime.  
 

“I have a specific question I would like to put to the media in South Africa: How do they 
explain the fact that they are always present, with cameras et cetera, at places where 
violence takes place? Are there people from the revolutionary elements who inform them 
to be ready? Or are there perhaps representatives of the reactionary groups in the ranks of 
certain of the media?” State President PW Botha asked during his so-called Rubicon 
Speech in 1985, “My question to you is this: Whose interest do you serve – those of 
South Africa or those of the revolutionary elements? South Africa must know, our life is 
at stake.”39  
 

Two years later, PW Botha said in Parliament: “Rather than assisting the Government in 
the spirit of my commitment to increased co-operation in this House…some sections of 
the newspaper industry in South Africa have continued as if their aim were to urge the 
spirit of revolution along. Through their actions, a large part of the Press has brought 
South Africa into disrepute…As long as this negativism and this spirit indicative of 
destruction is unleashed in South Africa, our country will not be able to deal with its 
problems.”40 
 

“Mass communication [was] seen as one element in an interacting system of forces, all of 
which taken together determine the capability of the notion to meet threats to its 
security,” was how Graeme Addison described the role the government reasoned the 
media should fulfill in its Total Strategy.41  
 

All in all, during the first few years of the decade, 1980-1984, the press and media had 
relative freedom and although South Africa had anything but liberal media rights, the 
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sector wasn’t subjected to the extraordinary constrictions that were to be instituted later. 
It is of course important to remember that during this period South Africa suffered only 
sporadic incidents of violence and was still quite an international non-story.42 This is not 
to say that the Government was not keeping an eye on the media. 
 

With the above perspectives in mind, and remembering that this was still some time 
before the States of Emergency, it is not surprising that the Government made provisions 
for the media in its new security measures – the controversial Internal Security Act of 
1982, which also included a section on media regulations. According to the law, if the 
authorities were satisfied that “any periodical or other publication” carried a story which 
aimed “to endanger the security of the State or the maintenance of law and order” or was 
pro-communism or was connected with an unlawful organisation or would “foment 
feelings of hostility between different population groups” they could “prohibit” such a 
publication from being produced.43 Even if the relevant Minister “suspect[ed]” that the 
production of a publication “ought to be prohibited” he could appoint someone to 
investigate the publication.44  
 

Reading over the above extracts, one notes that the Government did not regard press and 
media freedom as an inherent right, it was rather a conditional freedom qualified by the 
Government. As early as 1975, PW Botha had said that he didn’t want to see a restricted 
media, but then said that the media should not interpret freedoms differently from 
ordinary.45  
 

When the political violence of the decade finally got going in 1984, the international 
media descended on the country from across the globe. Both the foreign and local media 
played an important part in the South African crisis during the latter part of the 1980s. It 
only stands to reason that the media coverage – particularly that of the foreign media – of 
the country’s violent political conflict served to internationalise the South African crisis. 
The media essentially formed a link between the South African situation and the 
international community. It can be said that the mass media took the apartheid-crisis to 
the global mass audience. If it hadn’t been for the media’s coverage of the South African 
crisis, the international community would not have learnt of what was happening in the 
country. 
 

With this in mind, it can be argued that knowingly or unknowingly, both directly and 
indirectly, the media acted as catalyst for mounting anti-apartheid pressure against the 
South African government. Because, it was in no small way due to the media that the 
international anti-apartheid campaign gained unprecedented momentum during the 
1980s. The international community was shocked at what they learnt from the media as 
to what was happening in South Africa. In time they came to express this outage through 
political, economic and diplomatic anti-apartheid initiatives. For the same reasons, from 
the South African government’s perspective, it made sense to have tried to regulate and 
curb the media’s coverage of the upheavals. 
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As explained in the preceding section, the Botha Government’s power base and authority 
was under immense pressure during the 1980s – from the left and the right, from within 
the country and from abroad. The undercurrent here was that the Government was 
essentially struggling with a legitimacy crisis. The Government needed, and tried very 
hard to, reinforce control over the situation. One obstacle here was the media’s intense 
coverage of the volatile South African situation and its negative interpretation and 
presentation thereof. The media’s negative coverage of the situation served to underline 
the Government’s legitimacy crisis, the harshness of the apartheid-system and Botha’s 
failure to reform it. By underlining its crisis the media also accidentally helped to 
undermine its attempts at enforcing its policies and strategies.46     
 

More than ever before, the minority Government was dependent on a nation united 
behind its policies. It needed favourable national unity for the success both its reform 
policies and its Total Strategy. The Government’s legitimacy was already in the crossfire 
and it could not tolerate a media that portrayed it as harsh, racist and defiantly ignorant. 
For it to gain legitimacy, the Government needed people, inside and outside South Africa, 
to accept its policies as the most sensible and sound.47  
 

The authorities desperately needed to be seen in a different light – they needed to alter 
and regulate the people’s perspectives in order to change people’s opinions about the 
regime and its policies. In light of the above, the Government needed to control that 
which, to a great extent, shaped the people’s outlooks – information supplied by the 
media. If the flow of information could be controlled, the all-important public debate 
could be completely controlled.48 
 

The Government needed to control the perception and image the media had created of 
South Africa’s violent crisis and the political and ideological crisis facing the 
Government. They also needed to favorably adjust the image of the Botha Government as 
an administration struggling to gain control and inept at handling the crisis, except by 
means of brute force. The Government needed to gain control over the flow of 
information and how it was being presented and perceived – i.e. the flow of information 
between the crisis and the media on the one hand, and the media and the people on the 
other hand. What was implied was that the authorities needed control over the media’s 
access to information, gathering of information and the distribution, presentation and 
interpretation of that information.  
 

Controlling access to and gathering of information implied control over journalists’ 
movements, control over what they were witness to and where they were allowed to be 
present. Controlling distribution implied control over the publishing and broadcasting of 
information. Controlling presentation implied control over the interpretation of 
information, the content and angles of reports and editorial stance.  
 

The South African Government needed control and cohesion in order for its strategies to 
succeed and to defuse the crisis facing it. It could not afford the splintering of its power 
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base or the further deterioration of its legitimacy and authority due to the flow of 
information from the media, irrespective of whether the media’s information was correct 
or otherwise. Irrespective of whether the news reports were biased or objective, the 
Government could not afford to be seen in a bad light anymore. In a report titled Foreign 
Press Review compiled by the Foreign Affairs Department, this issue is spelled out: 
“Although most of the reportage on security matters are factual/neutral they do create an 
overall impression of uncontrolled unrest, rioting and violence in South Africa, thereby 
establishing a negative impact in the minds of the people.”49  
 

The problem was that there were different perceptions of reality. “In the struggle for 
South Africa’s future, this word ‘image’ is all important. Image is a public relations word 
that means how something appears to be, what it looks like to the public. It has little to do 
with reality…Those who wish to defend South Africa present it as a country moving 
towards multi-racial democracy, where human dignity for everyone can be guaranteed if 
there is no interference from the outside world,” the documentary maker Peter Davis 
argued, “That is the semblance, the image, and the struggle for control of that image is 
vital to the future of South Africa in ways that are absolutely concrete…The attempt to 
impose its image on the world has involved the government of South Africa in a multi-
dimensional propaganda and disinformation campaign…”50 
 

By removing independent versions and interpretations that conflicted with its own, the 
authorities wanted to ensure that their prescribed official state-approved story became the 
generally accepted version.51 They felt that the foreign media particularly was not 
reporting a fair picture of the South African reality; that it was one-sided. Essentially, this 
was what the Deputy Minister of Information in the Office of the State President, Louis 
Nel, explained to foreign journalists in 1986 when he told them why the Government did 
not approve of their portrayal of the South African situation. According to Nel they never 
showed “the great normality in our country” and when something bad happened “the 
whole international media” only focussed on that particular incident while ignoring the 
“positive events” that also took place. He also said that the foreign media did not 
appreciate or emphasise that “we are experiencing in South Africa a revolutionary 
onslaught.”52 
 

A simplified assessment would be that for the Government all bad publicity was the 
result of what they regarded as bad journalism. Time and again the Government argued 
that the world did not understand the South African situation because international 
propaganda prevented them from getting the full picture and distorted the Government’s 
well-intentioned progressive policies. They argued that if the world only got to know 
both sides of the story and if the Government would only be given a free chance to 
explain itself, the world would come around to their viewpoint. In 1986, PW Botha said 
that this propaganda campaign had been active for four decades, but had intensified due 
to the fact that the Government was finding a solution for the country’s political 
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problems.53  The National Party did not see these restrictive measures as an attempt to 
protect its political position a cover up of the country’s crisis, instead, it saw them as 
essential to the national security of the country.  
 

It reasoned that negative media coverage threatened the economy, for one, because it 
contributed to support for foreign disinvestments. The presence of the media in unrest 
situations motivated further violence, because the radicals craved media exposure to 
create the impression that the authorities had lost control. As already noted, the media 
and the supply of information were key elements in the Government’s Total 
Onslaught/Total Strategy. Bad publicity, from the authorities perspective, formed part of 
the psychological propaganda attack on the country, which was part of the Total 
Onslaught   
 

Many commentators, when looking at the regulations, the Bureau of Information and the 
various other direct and indirect measures the authorities used to effect the media, 
thought that by 1988, Botha’s South Africa was steadily on its way to becoming George 
Orwell’s 1984 society where freedom of thought, expression and speech is tightly 
controlled in order to protect the political system.  
 

And as already noted, under the Total Strategy control over perception implied that 
freedom of information, speech, expression and thought did indeed needed to be utilised 
by the Government and controlled. “The authorities create an intellectual environment. 
Actually it’s an anti-intellectual environment, one that discourages thinking and inquiry. 
It’s censorship of the mind…correspondents entering with fresh thoughts and fresh views 
on this landscape are not welcomed,” argued the seasoned foreign correspondent Nigel 
Wrench.54 He concluded: “It’s as if South Africa is voluntarily becoming another 
Albania, applying intellectual sanctions and putting up barriers against the world beyond 
its borders.”55 The regime’s views of the foreign media and its attempts at barring them 
from the apartheid-state’s crisis can be regarded as being indicative of the minority 
government’s views of a curious and prying outside world as a whole.  
 
PRYING EYES, LIES AND APARTHEID SIGHS 

 

By 1980 the word ‘apartheid’ and the general concept of what it signified made South 
Africa the most unpopular nation barring one – Idi Amin’s Uganda.”56 And yet, the 
country’s main trading partners – the UK, USA, Japan and the EEC – still had not begun 
to apply seriously detrimental packages of anti-apartheid sanctions.57  
 

Nonetheless, because of South Africa’s growing pariah status, the Government had to pay 
particularly close attention to its increasingly unsure position in the world. The survival 
of minority power was at stake. In August 1982 the Government had a confidential list 
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compiled for the Prime Minister. The list ranked and described Pretoria’s most prominent 
enemies, both at home and abroad.58  
 

Those that were situated abroad, included and ranged from the World Council of 
Churches to the British Council of Churches, the United Nations; the American-based 
South African Military Refugee Fund, the Committee on South African War Resistance 
in the Netherlands, the French Campaign Anti-Outspan and a whole variety of other 
American and European anti-apartheid groups, as well as the American and British 
embassies in South Africa.59 
 

When examining the list of those groupings – internal and external – that the Government 
perceived as threatening it is understandable that the Government desperately needed to 
establish some breathing space for itself regarding its relations with the world 
community. An enlightened political act that would take the world by surprise and silence 
the Government’s foreign critics was needed. Political reform (whereby apartheid would 
undergo cosmetic surgery without ever endangering the actual marrow of the system) the 
regime hoped would deliver the much needed diplomatic bang they desperately needed.  
 

In the early 1980s, the South African Government, through its new reformist policies, had 
bought itself some breathing space. If the government boldly continued upon the road of 
reformist change, with the ultimate goal being a non-racial democratic South Africa, then 
the West would back it all the way. But Botha had to set the pace; it was Botha who had 
to be bold not the west. It was up to his government to take the initiative. Through the 
promise of bold reforms yet to come, Botha bought his white minority some diplomatic 
time and conditional access to the European seats of power. But, in this process the South 
Africans had also raised expectations and if Pretoria could not or would not deliver the 
political goods, severe consequences would follow.60  
 

PW Botha himself rightly cautioned his followers not to get carried away in the initial 
positive reactions with which the international community reacted to his reforms. He 
knew that the Europeans and the world at large, would never be content until his country 
had a black president and a majority government, and of course that was not his goal.61 
 

Although the Reagan administration was openly adverse to apartheid and all it stood for, 
Botha’s staunch anti-communist rhetoric appealed to the Republican White House. In his 
correspondence with Botha, Pres. Reagan wrote: “We recognize fully the developments 
in your country hold the key to long term stability, development and peace in the region. 
We are prepared to work with you in pursuing these shared objectives.”62 In February 
1984, George Shultz, Reagan’s secretary of state, commented on developments in South 
Africa and said that although these were moves in the right direction, it was not enough 
to solve the country’s crises. According to him, these political changes were “unilateral 
moves” and negotiations were necessary. He said that although the USA did not have all 
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the answers for South Africa’s problems, change was of paramount importance and the 
White House would give help to whoever aspired for peaceful change.63  
 

A policy of constructive engagement was introduced by the Reagan administration in 
1981. When PW Botha was asked to comment on constructive engagement, he said: “We 
are always prepared to listen to good advice, but we are not prepared to allow any 
country to dictate to us how we should run our own affairs.”64 Botha would determine the 
process of reform and it was clear that Pretoria would not easily be susceptible to outside 
forces and that included the USA. 
 

In spite of his public confidence in his State Department’s constructive engagement 
program, Pres. Reagan, during the middle of 1984, before the violence in South Africa 
had even really been given its full impetus, wrote a tactful letter to his Nationalist 
counterpart in Pretoria.65 Reagan was telling Pres. Botha that the continuation of 
moderate American policies towards South Africa was greatly determined by the Botha 
Government’s handling of the violence.66  
 

As political violence erupted in South Africa during 1984, the fight against apartheid 
became an exceedingly prominent issue in domestic American politics. Among American 
Civil Rights groups, the anti-apartheid struggle roused feelings and memories of their 
own struggle for liberty, which they had fought in the not too distant past. And so, during 
1984, the apartheid issue truly became a domestic American issue.67 Since the world 
media had descended upon South Africa, the American anti-apartheid movement, whose 
ranks included various celebrities, also gained media prominence.  
 

Along with the attention grabbing success of the protests, anti-apartheid sanctions and 
disinvestment campaigns became points of serious debate waged simultaneously on 
national, state and local levels across the USA and throughout the world.68 Various types 
of governmental bodies debated on economic anti-apartheid measures. It was estimated 
that in August, some 53 of Britain’s local authorities, including those of such major cities 
as Manchester, Sheffield, Leeds and Dundee had all decided not to buy any products 
from South Africa anymore.69 During October 1984, Oxford University decided to 
withdraw their R100 000 000 indirect investment from South African businesses, as well 
as to prohibit any possible future investment.70 
 

Furthermore, there were also anti-apartheid demonstrations at universities across America 
and the Washington Office on Africa implemented a 24-hour hotline for people to call 
regarding the anti-apartheid sanctions issue.71 This group was also mailing thousand of 
letters to Americans to prompt them to support the anti-apartheid disinvestment and 

                                                 
63 Cooper, C. (et al), “International relations” in South African Insititute for Race Relations Survey 1984, 
Johannesburg, 1985, p. 859.   
64 Murray, H., “Interview: PW Botha” in Leadership SA, Spring 1983, vol. 2, no. 3, p.12. 
65 Prinsloo, Stem in die Wilderness, p. 320.  
66 Ibid., p.320. 
67 Hampton, H. & Fayer, S., Voices of Freedom, p. 662. 
68 Cooper, (et al), p. 862. 
69 Ibid., p. 872. 
70 Ibid., p. 821. 
71 Die Volksblad, 11 April 1985. 



 15

sanctions drives.72 On April 12th 1985, the Republican Congress was also moving closer 
to agreeing with the Democrats in the Senate that tougher anti-apartheid measures were 
necessary.73   
 

In England during the same month – March 1985 – 121 local authorities embarked on an 
anti-apartheid campaign. About 30 publicly denounced apartheid, with 70 more banning 
all South African products in their areas.74  
 

38 more local authorities compiled disinvestment policies; 22 discouraged economic 
links with the country; 14 withdrew their money from English banks which had South 
African ties; 11 prohibited the advertisement of South African products in their areas; 12 
decided to diligently promote teaching against apartheid; 21 organised anti-apartheid 
exhibitions in libraries and undertook to prevent apartheid propaganda; 28 decided to 
support cultural boycotts; 41 supported sports boycotts; 12 resolved to have direct contact 
with either African towns in South Africa and/or direct contact with exiled South African 
organisations; 26 undertook to honour anti-apartheid leaders; 26 local authorities decided 
that they would henceforth not allow anymore official visits from South Africa and 21 
wished to promote a wider understanding of apartheid and South Africa among the 
British public.75 
 

From 1985, onwards apartheid became the international topic; the internationally 
fashionable cause to debate – and this was but the beginning. Read in context of apartheid 
history, 1985 can be viewed as an omen of what was to come. The end of white minority 
rule was not nearly or clearly in sight, but from 1985 onwards it became more and more 
apparent that there was going to be an end, irrespective of whether it would be violent or 
negotiated. From 1985 onwards, the worldwide anti-apartheid campaign gained 
unprecedented impetus and an altogether renewed intensity. While the ANC’s diplomats 
toured the globe lobbying for increased anti-apartheid pressure, their internal branch kept 
frustrating the Government’s plans to maintain the status quo. The security forces and 
black masses clashed throughout South Africa. As the violence refused to die down, 
instead escalating, the international community, shocked by what they saw and read 
about the turmoil, focused more intently on the country. 
 

During Reagan’s second term [1985-1989] constructive engagement would eventually 
collapse, as international anti-apartheid pressure reached new levels of intensity. At the 
beginning of 1985, Botha reiterated his Total Onslaught-views by explaining how his 
country was unique and what they did here should not be judged according to the 
standards of Americans or Europeans. As for the violence, Botha said he realised full 
well the frustrations of the black communities but that he would do whatever it took to 
move in and remove those troublemakers whom his people assured him was the cause of 
the upheavals – irrespective of the economic after-burn.76 Ominous thinking as far as the 
South African business community was concerned.  
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Pres. Botha knew very well how important it was to be supported by the business 
community. Despite this knowledge PW Botha did not warm to these people and neither 
to many of South Africa’s other prominent business leaders. He thought that South 
Africa’s big business could have done a lot more to help him and his government to 
achieve their goals.77 He is also convinced that they conspired to ruin his career. Botha 
also felt that they were too politicised and that they deliberately tried to torpedo his 
government’s aims.78 
 

During the 1980s many of the CEOs of the largest South African companies called for 
the end to apartheid, irrespective of whether it was for moral, political or economic 
reasons or all three. Many in big business in South Africa found themselves embroiled in 
a dilemma. Although they supported the speedy end of apartheid they could not very well 
endorse the international anti-apartheid campaign, which of course included punitive 
economic measures – it would have meant corporate suicide.79  
 

“The business community can play an enormous role by setting an example in the way its 
own operations are run,” explained the Chairman of the Anglo American Corporation, 
Gavin Relly, “While businessmen are quite clearly not politicians, business has an 
absolute concern with regard to the future of its activities, and it is only natural that we 
have an interest in the nature of the society in which we invest and in which we 
operate.”80 
 

All in all, during the latter years of the decade, big business increasingly and openly 
ventured into the realm of politics, to the exasperation and annoyance of Pretoria, while it 
seemed to have had very little effect on the ANC.81 On certain occasions the government 
reckoned that the private sector had overstepped their boundaries and was in fact 
challenging their authority and the Government could not allow that. PW Botha did not 
warm to these business-types’ meddling with politics. Many was the time that the State 
President would summon Oppenheimer’s powerful top executives, Gavin Relly or Julian 
Ogilvy Thompson, to his office and say: “We my friend have over a million votes. How 
many votes have Anglo American?”82 
 

While the disinvestment debate was intensifying abroad, the unrest on the local front was 
starting to reach a dangerous point. On July 21st 1985, the President announced a State of 
Emergency. During the first few days of the State of Emergency, the world was shocked 
at the images they saw of South Africa.  
 

Irrespective of foreign pressures, at the end of the day the minority Government was not 
only still in power, it was standing tall in the apartheid-state. Although violence had beset 
the country, it had not impeded the power of the authorities. The government’s position 
in, and its power over, South Africa had not been fundamentally changed. At the time of 
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the proclamation of the 1985 State of Emergency, the Government was looking more 
downwards and inwards at its internal position and priorities than at the wider political-
cum-economic horizon. This mindset was dramatically and traumatically illustrated by a 
single event.  
 

During the opening of parliament in 1985, State President Botha announced that the 
Nationalists had finally come to accept the permanency of the black population in white 
cities and that the Government would not force the remaining homelands to accept 
independence. These pronouncements had implications extending deep into the very 
heart of Verwoerdian grand apartheid.83  
 

The problem was bringing about the changes implied in the above acknowledgements. A 
Special Cabinet Committee, formed some years earlier, was supposed to strategize a way 
out of this impasse and in August 1985, the Cabinet organised a special planning meeting 
to discuss and assess the Committee’s newest proposals. The Cabinet decided that the 
President should announce some of these accepted new constitutional approaches and 
turn realisation into reality.84  
 

The State President was reportedly pleased with these proposals. In fact so much so that 
he wrote identical letters to German Chancellor Kohl and Prime Minister Thatcher – in 
addition to conveying a message to Pres. Reagan – informing them that the Special 
Cabinet Committee had made breakthrough proposals to him.85 He also informed them 
that something phenomenal was about to happen in this regard: “I am at present giving 
serious consideration to these proposals and intend to make an announcement on my 
Government’s decision in the very near future. I must stress that my Government’s 
decision will be taken on the basis of what we consider to be in the best interests of South 
Africa and Southern Africa.”86  
 

Not only did Pres. Botha write those letters to the American and British leaders, he also 
instructed Pik Botha to make sure the country’s allies knew what was coming. The 
Minister of Foreign affairs was over enthusiastic and on PW Botha’s orders, Pik Botha 
summoned western diplomats to an urgent meeting in Vienna on August 9th and 10th 
1985. During a five-hour briefing session Pik Botha discussed the Special Cabinet 
Committee’s proposals and the types of changes that the President was going to 
announce.87  
 

On August 15th 1985, the large Durban city hall was packed to absolute capacity; more 
then a thousand Nationalists, interested commentators and curious members of the public 
were stacked in like sardines. Across the Republic millions sat and waited in front of their 
radios and TVs in tense anticipation. At the city hall a special media area was set up by 
the government for the large press and media contingent. Apart from the many locals, 
news teams from some 33 countries were also present to cover this momentous occasion. 
What many thought was going to be South Africa’s greatest political event was going to 
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be broadcast live to some 300 000 000 people across the world. .PW literally had the eye 
and the ear of the world.88 
 

Botha stated that his party accepted that South Africa was a multiracial country but it 
rejected any possible system “of horizontal differentiation which amounts to one nation 
or group in our country dominating another or others.”89 The State President also 
reminded everyone who tried to disrupt the economy that if the apartheid-state suffers the 
“whole of Southern Africa will pay a heavy price.”90  
 

He said that the country really needed so much positive upliftment that “we can ill afford 
the irresponsibilities and destructive actions of barbaric Communist agitators and even 
murderers who perpetrate the most cruel deeds against fellow South Africans, because 
they are on the payroll of their masters far from this lovely land of ours. I have the 
knowledge because I have the facts.”91  
 

Dwelling on the socio-economic needs of the country, the State President reached the 
touchy subject of giving a statement of intent with an accompanying time frame for what 
he actually wanted to do with his country. Botha said that he was pressured by those with 
good intentions to give such a statement – as well as by “those who wish to destroy 
orderly government in this country.” and: “I am not prepared to make it, not now and not 
tomorrow.”92 
 

Of considerable importance, Botha said that although he believed that homelands could 
be part of the country’s political solution he wanted to “restate my Government’s position 
in this regard, namely that independence cannot be forced upon any community.” 
Therefore if these homelands did not want to accept independence they “will remain a 
part of the South Africa nation, are South African citizens and should be accommodated 
within political institutions within the boundaries of the Republic of South Africa.”93  
 

Botha also tackled one-man-one vote – his rejection of which he once again forcefully 
reconfirmed, because as he saw it, it would lead only “to domination of one over the 
other and it would lead to chaos. Consequently, I reject it as a solution.” He added: “I am 
not prepared to lead White South Africans and other minority groups on a road to 
abdication and suicide.”94  
 

Next, he referred to the issue of freeing Nelson Mandela and said that he wouldn’t. Botha 
said that the violence of the country’s enemies should be a warning to South Africa, but 
that he also had a warning to give them, that his “readiness to negotiate should not be 
mistaken for weakness.”95  
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He said that during the turbulent past few weeks and months, he had “applied much self-
discipline” and that he had tried to be most “lenient and patient” but, taking a dramatic 
pause to leer at the audience, said – “Don’t push us too far…”*96  
 

State President Botha repeated that South Africans would solve their own problems: “We 
have never given in to outside demands and we are not going to do so now. South 
Africa’s problems will be solved by South Africans and not by foreigners…we will not 
be forced into doing what we don’t want to do.” The State President said that “hostile 
pressure and agitation from abroad” had motivated the violent radical enemies of the 
state. “They have derived comfort and succour from this pressure.”97  
 

Botha was adamant that his government would retain power and that nobody should 
doubt its determination to stay on top, warning the Government’s enemies that they 
would be crushed. “If necessary,” Botha said rather ominously, “we will use stronger 
measures but they will not succeed.”98  
 

In conclusion, the State President said that the “principles” he announced there could 
have “far-reaching effects on us all.” “I believe we are today crossing the Rubicon. 
There can be no turning back. We now have a manifesto for the future of our country…” 
said Botha at the end of his 18 page typed speech.99 
 

It would not be an overstatement to reason that in apartheid’s political, diplomatic and 
economic history the Rubicon Speech is a clear and undeniable watershed. That is not to 
imply that the botched Rubicon affair was the ultimate catalyst for all the political-cum-
economic developments in the latter half of the 1980s.  
 

Botha’s Rubicon speech had markedly soured the political climate even further. Many 
commentators agreed that the whole incident was a failure. As FW de Klerk noted, the 
problem was not so much about what PW Botha said, but rather how he chose to say it. 
Knowing full well that hundreds of millions of people across the world were going to 
watch him, the President did nothing to adapt his style or content accordingly when he 
delivered the address. Here lie the seeds of fiasco. Although the planned speech was 
turned into an international event – the President did not also internationalise his speech 
or delivery. He simply defiantly ignored the global factor.100  
 

Apart from bad publicity, the Rubicon Speech also had far reaching economic 
implications. Years later, Dr. Gerhard De Kock, then head of the South African Reserve 
Bank, estimated that the Rubicon speech had cost the country about R1 million – per 
word.101  
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By the time Botha’s speech was over the rand had dropped from 44,5 cents, to the US 
dollar, to 38,5 cents.102 Less then two weeks after the Durban speech, on August 27th 
1985, or Black Tuesday as economists referred to it, it had fallen further to $0.34. Context 
is important: in January 1983 R1 was worth US 0.95 cents. On the day of the speech, but 
before PW Botha delivered it, the currency had already shrunk to US 0.45 cents, all in all, 
a fall of about 53% in value in only two and a half years.103  
 

Reserve Bank Governor, Dr. Gerhard de Kock, and Finance Minister, Barend du Plessis, 
realised that the currency’s bottom was beginning to wane. The writing was on the wall. 
Soon R1 would only be worth US 0.10 cents.104  
 

It is vitally important to remember that irrespective of the country’s position regarding its 
debt problems, its currency was still regressing. The implication was dire. Pretoria’s debt 
grew in dollars as their rand became less worth. At the end of 1987, Pretoria had a debt of 
R43, 6 billion. By October 1988, the rand had lost some more value, so that according to 
the exchange rate the country now had a debt of R56, 5 billion.105 And make no mistake; 
although Pretoria scraped by in obtaining trade credits overseas, after mid-1985, actual 
loan funding had become scarce.  
 

The price of South African apartheid had now finally overtaken the price of South 
African gold, and anything else it had to offer for that matter. Whereas the minority 
Government had always succeeded in paying a good economic dividend, Botha’s country 
had now become shaky in the eyes of the international financiers and bankers. The world 
saw South Africa as an unstable country with an uncertain future.  
 

Simply put: you don’t furnish a house when it’s on fire, you try to get your furniture out 
as quickly as possible before the whole thing collapses. This is how many of the world’s 
leading businessmen and bankers thought of South Africa. Why invest in a country 
where, as 1985 showed, anything could happen? Quite arguably, the idea of South Africa 
having an apolitical capitalist economy had expired. Apartheid politics and the South 
African economy had become inseparable. And although during this period things had 
not yet become economically unlivable, analysts knew what lay ahead. The apartheid 
albatross was dragging the South African economy into the depths of a socio-economic-
cum-political quagmire. The country’s economic recovery lay not in the realm of 
economics, but in the political sphere.  
 

After the Rubicon affair, PW Botha realised that only quick political grants would bring 
about the foreign capital his country so desperately needed. And yet Botha was still 
resolutely steadfast, stating in 1986: “South Africa will never hand this country over to 
those who would see it destroyed…Peace and prosperity will come about for those are 
with us. And despite those who are against us.”106  
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Of course this was nothing new, already in 1985 PW Botha addressed the Rand Afrikaans 
University in Johannesburg and lamented all the unfair pressures aligned against Pretoria 
and the country.107 He said that South Africa was a microcosm of the world and that it 
was here that “emotions of hatred and guilt are discharged by the international world. 
South Africa is caught in the collision between the First and the Third World, with the 
Soviet Union and its clients as catalysts in the struggle against this country.”108  
 

At Delareyville on October 10th 1985 he spoke of the “international lie and pharisaic 
hypocrisy” and that the international leaders preferred to ignore “realities” and rather 
acted upon “perceptions.”109 “The critics of South Africa will not act when we present 
them with the realities of this country; they want to talk to you about perceptions, 
impressions.” Eleven days later he told Free State Nationalists that there was “an 
international lie directed against this country in an organised manner.”110  
 

PW Botha had no intention of following the advice of foreign diplomats. At that stage the 
President had grown resentful of foreign pressure groups trying to force his hand. He 
might have grasped the problems and the choices now facing him, but PW Botha was no 
diplomat, so he applied the one option he understood very well, having used it throughout 
his political tenure, force.  
 

It increasingly dawned on South Africans that, ironically, under PW Botha’s progressive 
reformist programmes, the country was internationally worse off. Because the further the 
Government went with reforms, the more the world clamored for more. It was now 
becoming very clear, that the only way South Africa would be accepted as a full member 
of the international community again would be when the country got rid of apartheid. 
This was the crux of the Botha Government’s dilemma.  
 

Pres. Botha and his Government had come to the conclusion that reformist concessions 
were not enough to keep sanctions at bay. In the past when the outside world had 
pressured Pretoria the government made some internal conciliatory reformist overtures. 
But that type of reasoning had gone. From now on outside pressure would not be 
countered with internal reformist concessions. Foreign diplomatic pressures on the 
apartheid-state would be countered with forceful actions on the part of the Government, 
which included military force.  
 

The Government increasingly appeared to be “committed to an attitude of defiance in 
which caution regarding their sensibilities was cast to the wind…and it had ceased to care 
about any additional abuse it might bring upon itself.” Botha and his administration 
apparently speculated that international pressures “might just be headed off by a 
realisation on the part of the outside world that it had gone too far.” Concessions, the 
Government concluded, created the impression that it was going soft and or felt 
threatened which just served to motivate its enemies.111  
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According to his people had seen what had happened in Angola and Vietnam and 
dramatically proclaimed: “We shall … prevent our civilization of more than three 
hundred years from needlessly being placed on the altars of anarchy and ruin.”112 For 
Botha there could be no doubt that the country was more in the “international crossfire” 
than ever before and that “our naïve friends abroad” were displeased when he “decided 
not to negotiate with people or groups who do not want to renounce violence. They insist 
that the Government yield to pressure to negotiate with the ANC while ANC bombs are 
destroying people…”113  
 

In reaction the powerful Federated Chamber promptly issued a statement under the 
signature of its head – also the head of Shell South Africa, John Wilson. In the stinging 
communiqué the group distanced itself “from the strategy of political repression and 
economic isolationism” which they felt the Government was clinging to.114 Botha wrote a 
private and very angry letter to Wilson. The President told the powerful business leader 
that he should not trouble him with his viewpoints if “you are not prepared to take the 
trouble of familiarising yourself with mine.” The State President warningly informed 
Wilson that he should “come to grips with the realities of the security situation…and act 
accordingly” or Wilson too was “bound to pay a heavy price.”115  
 

On June 4th 1986, Pres. Botha wrote a letter to Pres. Reagan. PW wrote about certain 
pressing internal and external factors regarding the South African crisis.116 “I am 
concerned at the mindset concerning South Africa which is evolving in your State 
Department and certain other circles in the United States of America, which does not,” 
Botha declared, “take account of the inevitable consequences of handing-over power to a 
communist dominated organisation.”117  
 

On June 13th 1986, the US Ambassador, Herman Nickle, met with Pres. Botha. The 
Ambassador made it clear that Reagan was immensely upset by PW Botha’s letters.118 
Botha told Reagan’s emissary that if countries wished to impose anti-apartheid sanctions, 
they should not hesitate and “do so as quickly as possible.” Botha declared: “I’m not 
going to crawl before other countries because of the threat of sanctions…” The State 
President then went ahead and dared the Americans to impose sanctions against his 
country: “If you want to threaten us with sanctions, why don’t you go over and apply it so 
that we know where we stand.”119 Botha said that “South Africa had had enough of these 
threats…” the President added: “I prefer sanctions rather than the threat of sanctions…” 
He told the American that he had no intention “to look for trouble” with the White 
House, but that the Americans “must stop interfering…” And then Botha uttered: “We 
are a small country but I’m not going to be buggered about – I’d rather fight.”120 
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In the wake of the Rubicon Speech, Pretoria’s controversial assaults on its neighbours 
and of course the renewed wave of brutal violence and Botha’s harsh handling of it, 
dragged the apartheid-state’s international image further into the doldrums.  
 

On June 20th 1986, a couple of days after he imposed the comprehensive state of 
emergency and while the international anti-apartheid crusade was as intense as ever, Pres. 
Botha addressed a parade of young police recruits. This speech, given to the group of 
young impressionable policemen, was a shining example of his newly found defiance. He 
told the SAP that the West was aimed against the Republic and its people.121 He told 
them that nobody abroad could actually have a clear picture of what was going on in the 
apartheid-state as: “International politics today is overshadowed by the Great Lie.”122 The 
President told the young group of police officers that wherever and whenever on earth the 
South African issue was discussed “common sense disappears”.123 The State President 
then added: “For years I have been warning against the extensive international 
onslaught…” Botha argued that, the world wanted to see his reformist politics fail 
because if his policies were to have succeeded “the charges and so-called excuses for the 
onslaught against us would fall away.”124 “This sly interference for the benefit of the 
radicals in our country must be exposed to public contempt,” the State President 
demanded from his policemen.125 
 

So widespread had the worldwide outcry against the Botha Government become that the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs said that his Government had reached a point where they 
were fed up with “a Western world that is sick.” The usually moderate Pik Botha 
announced that the West could “hurt us, threaten us, damage our economy, but they 
cannot kick us out of our land.”126  
 

The Government and State President continuously stated that South Africa could 
withstand sanctions and disinvestment and believed that the country could survive 
sanctions and the whole economic anti-apartheid campaign. “We have had to deal with 
voluntary and mandatory sanctions in the military field for years. We broke the sanctions 
and we came out stronger than we were before the sanctions were started,” the President 
said. He went on to say that the apartheid-state was an economically strong country, 
pointing out its strategic mineral wealth and “South Africa has a strong trade with most 
Western countries and cannot be denied its potential; and South Africa will maintain its 
position and will fight sanctions in a decent responsible way, and eventually, I believe we 
will be stronger economically than when we went into it.”127  
 

On October 2nd 1986, the constructive engagement of the US Congress was effectively 
halted when Reagan’s opposition at long last succeeded in introducing the 
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Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act of 1986.128 The new law’s prologue explained that it 
was designed “to set forth a comprehensive and complete framework to guide the efforts 
of the United States in helping bring an end to apartheid in South Africa and lead to the 
establishment of a non-racial, democratic form of government.”129  
 

Furthermore, in 1985, some 40 American companies withdrew from South Africa and 
during 1986, 48 followed them. In August 1986, the state of California followed the 
example of 20 other US states and sold its South African related stocks. In practice, this 
meant that the state had sold off R25 000, 000, 000 worth of stock that was associated 
with South Africa. Throughout the year American states, cities and universities continued 
cutting all economic ties with the apartheid-state. This resulted in them getting rid of R55 
000, 000, 000 worth of South African related stock.130 The group of American companies 
that withdrew from the apartheid-state in 1986 in one form or another included big ones 
like Exxon, Carnation, Coca-Cola, Eastman Kodak, General Motors, Microsoft, Revlon, 
Warner Communications, Honeywell, Proctor and Gamble and Pepsico.131 As the anti-
apartheid cause had grown in the USA during 1986, so too did the anti-apartheid lobbies 
and pressure groups burgeon.  
 

During this period, many whites argued that sanctions, and a so-called siege economy, 
would stimulate the local economy, as the country’s business community would be 
compelled to utilise its capital for inward development and industrialization – the country 
would become economically more independent and self-reliant. These arguments 
concluded that sanctions could help to boost the economy instead of breaking it up. There 
was some truth to this, but there would eventually come a point where the country would 
be strapped for from abroad. At the end of the day no country on earth could survive, 
never mind develop while isolated from foreign financial and technical input.132  
 

As should be apparent, the relatively good relations that had existed between the 
Government and the private sector during the early part of the decade, had soured 
considerably by the latter half of the 1980s. Big business blamed the National Party 
Government for economic mismanagement and the country’s ever deteriorating 
international position. For its part, the National Party hierarchy accused the private sector 
of being opportunistic and blamed them for not following the Government’s instructions 
on how to turn the economic slump around.133 
 

Concern over the Botha Government’s management of the economic state of the country 
prompted the newspaperman Ken Owen to write at the end of 1987: “Businessmen are 
saying openly that they no longer fear revolution; they fear that economic 
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mismanagement will make revolution unnecessary.” And warned “…the cost of Botha’s 
administration has yet to be paid.”134 
 

In spite of the criticism, the Botha Government held its position and again stated that 
outside pressure would not force it into a direction it was not prepared to take. “[F]or us 
to avoid sanctions, boycotts or economic retrogressions,” Pik Botha remarked on the 
issue of foreign pressure, “merely because we feel time is limited, or merely to please the 
Americans or British, the United Nations or some outside forces, will in the long run 
bring greater hardship, more poverty, more suffering. We must show a firm attitude 
towards any interference or imposition of any system which we know this country cannot 
adopt and cannot accept.” 135  
 

In the middle of March 1988, the State President spoke to the Washington Times 
newspaper. Speaking about the international anti-apartheid sanctions drive, the President 
said that he believed the Kremlin now understood his Government to be “a regional 
power of importance” and then reiterated his view about sanctions: “…I don’t believe in 
sanctions. Never believed in boycotts either…The world should be a free place, to 
converse with each other, negotiate, trade and generally help each other improve their 
way of life.”136  
 

Pres. Botha also spoke out against the USA: “What worries me more than anything is that 
the US, whose symbol is the Statue of Liberty, can act the way it does. Whether because 
of what is described as an imperial Congress and, weakened executive, or a media that 
distorts facts, or other reasons that escape me, I don’t know. But the fact of the matter is 
that there is a growing perception, all over the world, of a superpower that is playing 
domestic politics with critically important problems.”137  
 

According to Botha the communists had a far better view of sanctions than the 
Americans: “New Soviet leaders also know that the destruction of our economy would be 
a disaster for the entire region.” PW Botha said that the Russians had seen how blacks’ 
“half-baked Marxist economics” had destroyed the economies of pro-Kremlin African 
states. According to Pres. Botha, Moscow knew that ANC-rule would mean the 
destruction of the economy of South Africa and “what a drain this would become to the 
Soviet Union.” 138 
 

To develop economically, any country needs foreign economic trade and investment and 
South African commentators increasingly realised that this was where the true effect of 
sanctions lay: the country’s diminishing prospects for future economic development. 
Henri de Villiers, the head of Standard Bank, noted: “In this day and age, there is no such 
thing as economic self-sufficiency, and we delude ourselves if we think we are different. 
South Africa needs the world. It needs markets, it needs skills, it needs technology, and 
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above all it needs capital.”139 It would seem, by 1988, that the minority Government had 
lost its traditional nemesis with which it had scared white voters into following and 
accepting its political logic. Irrespective of whether or not the arguments of Botha had 
any merit, the fact was that arguments were not going to stop the wave of international 
pressure against South Africa. The international community wanted change and only 
change in South Africa would normalise the country’s position in the world.  
Politically, ideologically, economically, diplomatically, intellectually and socially the 
apartheid-state was trying to do a very difficult balancing-act. When PW Botha had taken 
control of the National Party some ten years earlier in 1978, he presided over a relatively 
steadfast country. In the interceding ten years the country had gone from being relatively 
safe and prosperous to being relatively unpredictable and haphazard.  
 

By the last part of the 1980s, this was most certainly a very real and overriding concern 
for the white minority in South Africa. Apart from that, in 1989, politically the world 
stood on the brink of being recreated. The Cold War was thawing at a dramatic rate and 
the USSR was falling apart. With the end of the Cold War in sight, the Government’s 
propaganda of an international communist plot to overthrow South Africa was also fast 
becoming obsolete. At the same time the apartheid regime was facing a severe economic 
and diplomatic crisis because of its refusal to change fundamentally.  
 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Total Strategy of the Botha Government had serious implications. This socio-
economic, security and political program proved incompatible with many democratic 
norms and values. As illustrated throughout the paper the transparency and accountability 
of the Botha Government was seriously negated by its security strategies. While the 
country was beset by violence and as security matters increasingly overshadowed 
political debate and processes in South Africa, secrecy and covert decision-making 
became an increasingly dominate feature of the country’s governmental processes. 
 

It was in the international community that some of the most important shortcomings of 
the Total Strategy lay. The Total Strategy could not change people’s perceptions of the 
illegitimacy of the minority Government nor could it ward off growing international 
isolation and the accompanying economic deterioration of South Africa. The Total 
Strategy prevented South Africa from, quite literally falling apart – but it could not 
prevent the country from deteriorating at an unprecedented pace. 
 

The Total Strategy was a security strategy, not an economic plan. The Government’s 
Achilles’ tendon was the economy. It could control and maintain the internal situation, 
but South Africa was not an economic island; it was part of the global village and needed 
the latter for economic development. It could not separate its domestic politics from its 
international economic positioning, subsequently as the violence grew, so the rand 
plummeted. As tougher security measures were announced to stamp out political dissent 
and protect minority rule, so overseas bankers announced that they were canceling loans. 
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The Total Strategy, or rather the way the Total strategy was implemented and managed, 
jeopardized its very raison d’etre. The Botha Government stated repeatedly that it 
defended minority rule to ensure that Western norms of democracy, Calvinistic values 
and economic prosperity prevailed in South Africa, yet, in its attempts top defend these, 
the minority Government threatened the long-term survival of all these bastions of 
minority society. 
 

The 1980’s was not to be the decade for negotiations. Although there was repeated 
clamour for negotiations, neither the ANC nor the Botha government, nor their supporters 
were geared for that. Both sides still believed that a unilateral solution was possible; that 
it was possible to overpower the other and win the political combat. The 1980’s was the 
decade of impasse. During the 1980’s, processes brought about or intensified by the 
violence, prompted a stalemate. It was during the stalemate that existed by the end of the 
1980’s, that the two opposing sides started to redress their strategies, political viewpoints 
and views of a future South Africa. Violent strategies to bring about or prevent 
fundamental political change were simply not feasible long-term options; the socio-
economic and political consequences were simply too devastating and too unpredictable. 
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“The Use of the American Print Media to gain Support for Sanctions Against South 
Africa” 

By 
Erin Freas, 

Howard University 
 
Thesis, Purpose and Scope: 
   
 This paper looks at the role of the American media throughout the sanctions 
campaign, from the earliest mention of a boycott campaign in The Crisis in 1950, through 
the victory of the anti-apartheid groups with the implementation of sanctions in 1986, and 
ends with the repeal of sanctions in 1991.  The American mainstream media, with the 
assistance of specialized media and the activism of grassroots organizations, legitimized 
the anti-apartheid solution of sanctions against the Union of South Africa. This was a 
three-tiered process of awareness, dissemination and legitimization of the sanctions 
solution that was first imparted by the African American community with such 
publications as Crisis and Ebony, and later taken up and solidified by mainstream 
publications like The Washington Post, and The New York Times.  These three tiers were 
strengthened and propelled forward by major events occurring both in South Africa and 
the US, like the Sharpeville Massacre of 1960, the Soweto Uprising, and the first trade 
embargo, both of 1976.  Without media coverage, these events would have fallen out of 
the scope of the American public, who is, understandably, more concerned with domestic 
issues that directly affect their lives.  In order to get the public interested in South Africa, 
Americans needed to feel a connection to South Africa, outside of investments and Cold 
War interests.  Interest was generated first through the African American media, which 
broke the story and held on to it from the late 1940s through the election of Nelson 
Mandela in 1994, and was continued in the mainstream media, through the coverage of 
major events within South Africa and op-ed articles aimed at rationalizing the need for 
sanctions as a punishment for the Nationalist government.   

The questions that are posed in the first section are why the media chose to get 
involved in the situation in South Africa and how the American public gained a sense of 
connection to the cause of the disenfranchised Africans.  The relationship between South 
Africa and the US in the twentieth century, as well as the role of African Americans and 
the Congressional Black Caucus are also explored in this first section.  The second part of 
this paper will look into the chronology of events that the American media latched onto 
and how the coverage changed, from the Sharpeville Massacre in 1960 to the repeal of 
sanctions in 1991 as well as the question of why the media chose to stay involved 
throughout this campaign.  The impact of the media can be seen most clearly in this 
section, with the solution of sanctions being the only idea debated and proffered.  It is my 
contention that without the American mainstream media to quickly disseminate facts and 
images about South African apartheid, the anti-apartheid movement would not have had 
the mainstream success that it had in the 1980s.  Though the mainstream media was slow 
to pick up the story of apartheid without a white bias for it’s Cold War ally, once the 
images of Soweto hit the front pages of every major newspaper in the United States, 
support for both the anti-apartheid groups and their solution of sanctions against the 
government of South Africa were accepted by the masses.  
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Part One: Media’s Role in Foreign Policy: 
 

It has been expressed that “news is, after all, not what journalists think, but what 
their sources say, and is mediated by news organizations, journalistic routines and 
conventions.”1  Therefore, the basic news media is not a compilation of expert sources 
and in-depth analysis; rather it is a rush to the most reliable source. The government, 
according to Robert Sahr, is almost always the most reliable source in the American 
media industry for two major reasons: 1- the government sources are the easiest to 
qualify and check, and 2-the government is the most willing to use the media for fast 
dissemination of the current administration’s aims and achievements.  Other sources may 
be used later as the story develops, though they must be credentialed by an existing 
source.2  Think tanks, and other high level academic sources, are generally deemed too 
advanced for the simple news story and therefore are only used for background and 
development of an issue.  Therefore, news does not reflect academia’s current take on 
any given historical or current event.  When it comes to perspective of the story, or 
determining through whose eyes the story will be told, the journalist goes with public 
interest and public sentiment.  For example, during the Cold War, journalists would give 
a decidedly Western spin on news pieces in order to further the ideals of “our side” over 
“theirs”.  During the Reagan Administration, the government built an advanced system of 
marketing through the utilization of polling operations, public relations coordinators and 
a full media and communications staff that extended the existing United States 
Information Agency (USIA) in order to further centralize and streamline information 
coming out of government agencies.3  

The American public, understandably, generally favors domestic policy and 
domestic news over foreign policy reporting.  One exception to that rule pertains to those 
from the various immigrant communities that still have family or a vested interest in a 
specific region.  However, their news needs are generally satisfied by specialized news 
sources outside of the mainstream media.   The American public is less likely to take up a 
fight that does not directly affect them, therefore news reflects on a regional basis what it 
is in a community’s interest and therefore major pieces of foreign policy are made 
without the input of averages Americans who learn about these decisions after policy has 
been made.  
One-sided journalism can be a problem in this reactive scenario in which the public is not 
driving the creation of initiatives and policy.  In an example of an irresponsible use of 
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images in order to sensationalize the news, there was a story filed by CNN’s Christiane 
Amanpour during the 1994 Haiti crisis.  While reporting from the capital, Port-au-Prince, 
Amanpour shot from outside of a store being looted while she painted a picture of 
lawlessness in the capital city.  It was from these images, and others from equally 
sensational news sources, that the American public started to call for a massive 
disarmament campaign by the American forces.  These calls were seconds to the UN and 
Jean Bertrand Aristide’s existing call for such a program, so with that encouragement, the 
Clinton administration relented and started the dangerous program of arms collections.  It 
turned out later, after American troops were already fully engaged in the program, that 
the image Amanpour was standing in front of was not typical. Rather she had picked the 
spot that would be the most exciting and sensational, and partially from those images, a 
policy decision was made4. 
 Two questions therefore present themselves in this situation: if the media’s 
sources are largely from the executive branch that gives no credence to Africa issues, and 
in the face of an ambivalent white majority, why did the media choose to cover the 
situation in South Africa?    For the media, the apartheid story was what in the case of 
mainstream American interest about South Africa, in order for the average America, 
black or white, to pick up the cause, there was a need by the anti-apartheid groups to 
create a sense of connection to the Africans in South Africa.  For some African 
Americans, the forging of this connection was not difficult, because of the similarities 
between their situations of segregation and subjugation.  The bond between the Africans 
and African Americans grew stronger throughout the course of the anti-apartheid 
movement, culminating in the late 1970s with a united front for sanctions.  For white 
America, however, it was difficult because most felt a greater connection to the white 
South Africans and many had prosperous investments within the Union that took 
precedence over humanitarian issues.   However, in the case of South Africa, because of 
the distinct similarities between the situations in the two countries, white Americans felt 
guilt by association because they could see themselves and their past racial 
embarrassment.  By taking up the fight against apartheid, white America was shedding its 
guilt over slavery and segregation.  This discrepancy between motivations for white and 
black Americans can be seen more clearly later in the 1985 Ebony article co-written by 
Senator Edward Kennedy (D-Mass.) and TransAfrica’s Randall Robinson, in which 
Kennedy stresses the American connection, and Robinson moves ahead to solutions.   
 
US Relations with South Africa (1945-1991): 
 

The US government was interested in South Africa in the twentieth century for 
three major reasons, strategic importance, economic importance, and ease of relations, 
due in major part to the white dominance of the population and the Afrikaners early 
denouncement of communism.5  The southern port of Cape Town was strategically 
important from as early as the seventeenth century, as seen by Dutch and British officials. 
South Africa’s ports became more important for the West as tensions in the Middle East 

                                                 
4 Strobel, 192.  
5Mazrui, Ali A. General History of Africa: VIII. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999, 
pp. 249.  It is also important to note that private investment with American citizens started in 
1885; this will be explored in depth later.  
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became increasingly prevalent following the recognition of Israel as a sovereign nation in 
1948.  Economically, the US government and South Africa established their ties during 
the Lend-Lease program of World War Two, when the US loaned South Africa $100 
million that was re-paid on time in 1947.6   In terms of trade, South Africa is rich in 
extractive capital, or prospective wealth derived from its mining industry.  Therefore, the 
US made the economic decision to protect the integrity of the country that possesses such 
extractable wealth.7  South Africa also houses one of the world’s largest uranium mines, a 
key component to the building of nuclear warheads.  This was identified early in the Cold 
War as an area of strategic importance because of the need to control where the uranium 
from South Africa went, or more specifically, the need to ensure that no Soviet state 
would have access to the South African supply of uranium. As the world entered the Cold 
War, tensions increased and there was a greater need for political clarity in terms of the 
black and white definition of communist versus non-communist.  South Africa, because 
of its strong roots in British Parliamentary politics and the fact that it needed to preserve 
the racial structure of its country, decided very early that it would take the stance of a 
strong non-communist nation in order to court US national opinion and to shun all other 
political parties (officially done with the banning of all non-white and non-democratic 
political parties in 1963).  
 
Black Caucus and the Rise of Black Political Influence 
   

The changes that needed to occur before anti-apartheid groups could utilize the 
mass media effectively were increased awareness and sympathy by mainstream whites, 
and increased power of African American voices and concern within mainstream 
America.  The latter part of this equation changed in the 1970s with an increased number 
of African American leaders within the mainstream political system.  Congressman 
Charles Diggs, together with his Congressional peers, founded the Congressional Black 
Caucus in 1977 with the aims of greater awareness of mainstream Americans to topics of 
concern for African Americans and Africa, and bringing strength behind these issues onto 
the Congressional floor.  The result of this greater exposure of African American issues 
was an increased involvement of whites in these issues.  Within Congress, Diggs and 
other member of the Congressional Black Caucus utilized the Congressional Quarterly 
and counted on the support of seasoned politicians, like Senator Edward Kennedy (D-
Mass).  Greater popular support outside of the political arena also followed, with the 
involvement of influential Hollywood stars.  While the popular African American 
musicians and actors had been involved in the struggle previously, it was at this time that 
white America was willing to listen and react to political statements by non-white 
celebrities.  In fact, as proof of the growing popular support for the anti-apartheid 
movement within the US, protestors in front of the South African embassy made a cameo 
appearance in the 1987 movie, Lethal Weapon, starring Danny Glover and Mel Gibson. 
 
Part Two: Major Events/Time Periods: South Africa in the News 
 The Crisis: 1950 

                                                 
6 Schraeder, Peter J. United States Foreign Policy Toward Africa. Cambridge: University Press, 
1996, pp. 191. 
7 Mazrui, pp. 249. 
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 The theme of white American indifference ran throughout the early era of the 
anti-apartheid movement because of the lack of an African American voice in 
mainstream white America, though the African American connection to South Africa is 
not a new concept.  Many parallels can be formed between the countries regarding 
segregation, subjugation by whites, and methods of organization against these forces.  
African Americans were involved in South Africa before apartheid came into focus in the 
late 1940s and continued to play a role in the anti-apartheid struggle.  In those early 
years, major African American leaders, like W.E.B. Du Bois and Paul Robeson, formed 
the Council on African Affairs (CAA) in order to bring racial injustice on the continent of 
Africa into the spotlight.  These concerns, though voiced loudly through African 
American publications, like The Crisis and CAA publications (Africa News, Spotlight on 
Africa, Freedom) of the 1950s, were largely ignored by the majority of white America for 
two major reasons:  Africa was not a concern for white Americans because of the lack of 
ancestral connection; and because white Americans did not understand Africa or Africans 
because of their close connection to the colonial powers that still held control of most of 
Africa throughout the 1940s and 50s.8  The grassroots movements were not able to 
capitalize on the media for increased support because their readership was majority 
African American, through African American publications, and the mainstream media 
was unwilling to pick up news stories on human rights issues in one of the United States’ 
largest trade partners and military allies.   

The Crisis was the first publication to call for a national boycott of South African 
goods as a form of punishment for the humanitarian shortcomings of the South African 
government.9  The Crisis was the publication arm of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).  While other publications of the Council on 
African Affairs (CAA) published complaints in their publications against the South 
African government in the late 1940s, early 1950s, the Crisis call for a national boycott in 
their February 1950 issue in an article by Michael Scott, “South Africa and South West 
Africa”.  In this article, Scott described the history of the region regarding racial 
restrictions, with an emphasis on the plight for blacks and the implications of the Pass 
Laws.10  The idea of boycotts was not new, and it continued to be the best option for an 
activist of little means.  It did not require much financial backing, especially because the 
goods coming from South Africa at the time were mainly minerals for the American Cold 
War stockpile.  At this stage, one can see a small awareness of the humanitarian issue of 
apartheid, though only a murmur within the African American community at large.   
 

                                                 
8 The one notable exception to this idea, however, was George Houser, who played a significant 
role in the anti-Apartheid movement in the United States in the 1950s through the 1980s. 
9 CAA publications listed in Nesbitt, Francis Njubi. Race for Sanctions: African American 
Against Apartheid, 1946-1994, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004, p.1. 
10 Scott, Michael. “South Africa and South West Africa”, Crisis, February 1950, Vol. 57, No. 2, 
pp. 88-93, 124-126.   
The Pass Laws were a system by which all African people had to carry around Pass Books with 
their complete information and work permits.  Under this system, no African over sixteen years 
of age was allowed to occupy a zone that he was not permitted in for more than seventy-two 
hours.  This was designed to restrict movement and employment of Africans.   
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 Sharpeville Massacre (March 21, 1960) 
 

The Sharpeville massacre occurred when seventy-two “unarmed, amiable, well-
mannered, and unaggressive” protesters were killed and another one hundred eighty-six 
were wounded.11   International reaction was of horror and disbelief as the images of the 
massacre began to circulate throughout the international press. A media-induced panic 
contributed the Johannesburg Stock Exchange falling by $1.75 million and $271.6 
million in foreign capital leaving the country for fear of further bloodshed and racial 
retaliation.12  Though conservative and liberal leaders alike in South Africa called for 
relaxation of the repressive laws of apartheid, the Nationalist government responded with 
harsher controls and more abusive punishment for anti-government agents, including the 
1963 banning of all non-white and non-democratic political parties.13  While the United 
Kingdom’s response was to take South Africa out of the Commonwealth in 1961, the US 
took the opposite approach, by contributing “almost the entire amount of foreign 
exchange needed to reverse the precipitous decline of the South African economy”.14  
The US government, along with the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank and 
private banks, like the First National Bank of New York and Chase Manhattan, extended 
loans and credit totaling upwards of $178 million, with US investment topping off at 
$442 million and a more than doubled increase of US corporations in South Africa from 
1959 to 1962.15  After an increased crackdown by the Nationalists, the situation in South 
Africa seemed to subside, although it was clear later that the situation was merely 
simmering below the radar of international scrutiny.  By giving their support 
economically, however, the US government unofficially gave sanction to the racist 
Nationalist government, as well as to its human rights violating methods of governance 
and punishment.  When it came time to outwardly punish the South African economy in 
1985, US corporations were more deeply entrenched in the economic survival of the 
Union.  

In the US media there were several different reactions.  The Washington Post took 
the view of the US government and held the Nationalists with higher regard than the 
“terrorist” or “communist” liberation groups, while Ebony Magazine made the incident 
its lead story, though there was not have a cover tease of the story on the front page. 16  
The more interesting side to the coverage was the one-sided approach of the magazine 
whose slogan is “by black people, for black people”.  Sharpeville was named the “Day of 
                                                 
11 Mazrui, pp. 259-60. 
12 Magubane, Bernard. “The South African Problem as a View of Imperialism”, Journal of Black 
Studies, Vol. 3, No. 1, Inequality and the Black Experience: Some International Dimensions 
(September 1972), 85. 
13 This measure included the banning of the African National Congress (ANC), the Pan African 
Congress (PAC), the Communist Party, and several individual members of the Liberal Party, as 
well as the forced de-integration of all trade unions and political parties.  
14 Magubane, 85.  
15 Magubane, 85. In 1959, there were 80 US corporations in South Africa.  In 1962 that number 
jumped to 175, and to more than 400 by 1972.  
16 This opinion from the Washington Post, though not held by all Americans, was the dominant 
opinion of the African groups trying to gain freedom in Africa.  It was set in the early 1950s and 
perpetuated by the increased ties of these organizations with communist and socialist groups.  
“South Africa: The Handwriting is on the Wall”, Ebony Magazine, June 1960, pp. 27-33. 
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Blood”, after the fantasy day in which blacks would rise up and kill all whites and regain 
their land.17  It was from this extremist perspective that the rest of the article purveyed an 
image of an ensuing bloodbath.  This one-sided approach from Ebony could be explained 
by the lack of a feeling of strong connection by African Americans at this juncture.  In 
1959, Ralph Bunche asserted at a NAACP meeting that there was no connection between 
the struggles of South Africans and the Civil Rights movement in the US.  This opinion 
was not universal in the African American community, especially after Sharpeville, as 
can be seen in the Crisis’ handling of the incident, though in more mainstream African 
American sentiments, this view was falling out of favor, but still in circulation.18     

The Crisis started with the editorial, “Rising Tide of Color” in which a wake-up 
call was issued to its readers based on the Theodore Lothrop Stoddard book (The Rising 
Tide of Color Against White World Supremacy), that also warned the world that a day of 
reckoning for the oppressed people was coming.19  The Crisis understood that the protest 
did not fail because of the protesters, but rather the blame fell on the Pass system and the 
poor reaction of the South African police force.  Immediately following the editorial was 
a sample of several articles on Sharpeville from England, including one from Randolph 
Churchill of the News of the World publication, who stated, “There is a lot to be said in 
favor of [the apartheid] policy: but little can be said in favor of the methods by which it is 
maintained and prosecuted.” This summarizes the attitude of the times of the white world 
and thusly explains why Sharpeville in the media failed to translate into real action or 
mass awareness of the situation in South Africa.  In the next article, from The Sunday 
Times, the author stated correctly that, “if you will not talk with moderates, you will have 
to fight extremists.” 20   The editor of this piece assessed correctly what would not be 
acknowledged fully until the late 1970s; that if those in power do not take their 
opportunity to compromise when the oppressed are willing, it will not be too long before 
those oppressed are unwilling to compromise.21  

The African American media, typified by the Crisis, attempted many times 
throughout the 1960s to increase the African connection to African Americans through 
the coverage of conferences and through increased media coverage of events in Africa.  
An example of this is in the August-September issue of the Crisis, Dr. Mlahleni Njisane’s 
(visiting sociology Professor at Howard University) speech at the Fifty-first Annual 
NAACP Convention was summarized, in which Dr. Njisane attempted to create a strong 
connection between the US and South Africa through comparison of cause.22  He tried to 
integrate the white community into this cause, which was a strong point for the NAACP 
in the early 1960s, by pointing out that whites were arrested alongside Africans, 
including Mary Louise Hooer, a NAACP member.  While this show of connection was 

                                                 
17 This day was relayed to the Ebony reporter by an extremist freedom fighter that had witnessed 
the day’s events. 
18 Nesbitt, 45.   
19 “Rising Tide of Color”, The Crisis, May 1960, pp. 306-7. 
20 Churchill, Randolph. “Dreadful Tragedy” and Author Unknown, The Crisis, May 1960, pp. 
308-9.   
21 Why the Crisis chose to print British newspaper responses as opposed to American is unclear, 
though due to the comparative lack of coverage in the US, perhaps the Crisis sought an 
international view from the former colonial authority.  
22 “51st Annual NAACP Convention-Accent on Youth”, The Crisis, pp. 407-9.   
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important, it would not be echoed successfully again until the late 1970s after the Soweto 
Uprising by Ebony Magazine.  This shows one of the missing elements as to why this 
media attention could not be translated into more support on the mainstream level, the 
inability to create a stronger link between the nations that could be understood on a large 
scale.  There were also two other reasons as well.  First, this was a time of non-violent 
action for the US, exemplified by sit-ins and marches.  As can be seen in the Ebony 
article, much of black America was unwilling to see Sharpeville as a similarly non-
violent protest with disastrous results.  Secondly, African Americans were involved more 
heavily in their own struggles for basic civil rights.  Though many of the Civil Rights 
leaders who were involved in the US also supported African rights, the situation in the 
US was only just heating up for African Americans in 1960.   

 
Sanctions on Rhodesia and South Africa (1971, 1975) 
 
The American mainstream media became more interested in the southern African 

region in the early 1970s with the unintentional help of Rhodesia’s President Ian Smith.  
Rhodesia, a neighbor of South Africa, had a poor human rights record, like South Africa, 
though it lacked the strong economic relationship to the US that South Africa obviously 
had.  The US, eager to give it’s own human rights record a boost, followed the lead of the 
international community by voting for UN sanctions against Rhodesia in 1971, and then 
passing it’s own sanctions in the same year.  South Africa made its support of Smith’s 
regime clear through the repeated circumvention of US sanctions by funneling goods 
through the Union and the US, after four years, responded by implementing sanctions on 
South African uranium in 1975.   Why were sanctions fully implemented against 
Rhodesia in 1971, and minimal sanctions employed against South Africa a full four years 
later?  Rhodesia was in the midst of a bloody fight that pitted the white minority 
government against black liberation groups aimed at winning at all costs.  The situation 
in South Africa had both not escalated to that level (mainly because of South Africa’s 
Israeli-trained and well-equipped police and military forces), the US also had a long-
lasting political, economic, and social relationships with South Africa that did not exist to 
the same extent with Rhodesia.  The sanctions put in place in 1975 against South Africa 
only included the importation of South African uranium to the US.  While many 
businesses with dealings in South African uranium expressed dissent through letters to 
the Department of State, the sanctions were only meant to be a short-term punishment for 
South Africa’s collusion with the internationally denounced Rhodesia. 

Front pages of newspapers were filled with news on Rhodesia from 1974-1976, 
with the debate going back and forth as to whether or not sanctions are the proper 
solution to this issue, though the mention of South Africa was minimal. Of the articles 
dealing specifically with South Africa, only a few op-ed pieces came through with 
disappointment of the US for their Africa and South Africa policy.  Two such articles, 
Jack Anderson’s “Profits Before People” and an unlisted author’s “Policy Toward South 
Africa” looked at the situation from two points of view.23  Anderson’s piece called for the 
denunciation of the apartheid regime, while the latter article called for the US to help 
Africa with development and a closer look at the US’ relationship with South Africa, 
                                                 
23 Anderson, Jack. “Profits Before People?” The Washington Post, Oct. 13, 1974, C7, and “Policy 
Toward South Africa”, The Washington Post, May 9, 1975, A28. 
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though it stopped short of the strong denunciation of Anderson.  In terms of 
legitimization of sanctions, this proved that sanctions were a viable option when dealing 
with South Africa.  However, at this time, it is also seen that the idea of sanctions was not 
fully accepted in American society against our trade partner. Many American 
corporations were still in South Africa and American investment in the Union was 
substantial, and thus Americans were not yet willing to sacrifice for the end of apartheid.  
For white America, there needed to be more of an affront to human rights in order for 
increased attention, despite the increase of attention to apartheid in the media.  This 
would soon present itself, as can be seen later, when the graphic images of Soweto began 
to hit the front pages of mainstream newspapers.   

The only mention of South Africa in Ebony during the years of increased 
consciousness of the Rhodesian issue, however, was an article on the Congressional 
Black Caucus’ trip to Africa to raise consciousness of the situation on the continent for 
the Caucus members and the black community24.  This shows an increased interest in the 
African American community for the Congressional Black Caucus, which is important 
once the sanctions were lifted in 1976 with the Byrd Amendment, which Ebony did 
cover.  The August 1976 edition was devoted entirely to the continent of Africa, with 
such topics as, “Technological Advances and Natural Resources”, “The History of Man 
out of Africa”, and “Kissinger in Africa”.  The last article, “Kissinger in Africa”, was 
written with harsh skepticism, though did not officially give a stance of disapproval for 
the visit.  The most political article of the special edition was a piece by Congressman 
Charles Diggs that directly called for stringent and long-term sanctions against Southern 
Rhodesia and South Africa.25  In response to that issue, there were 13 letters to the editor 
in each of the October and November 1976 issues.  Of the 26 letters, only one pertained 
directly to the South Africa article by decrying the US support of South African 
participation in the last Olympic games.   Therefore, in the African American media, 
represented in this case by Ebony, the early 1970s were a time of increased awareness of 
African issues predicated by the increased influence of the Congressional Black Caucus.  
This observation also lends itself to a noted increase in the politicization of the African 
American community for African American and African issues.   

 
 Soweto (June 16, 1976) 
 

The real turning point for US media coverage and average American 
consciousness of apartheid came in June 1976 with the Soweto riots.  Narissa Ramdhani 
points this out in her University of Natal seminar paper, “’A Turning Point at which 
many turns were made!’ The Impact of the Soweto Uprising on ANC-USA Relations: 

                                                 
24 “A Handshake with Brothers: Congressional Black Caucus Delegation Visits Africa to Cement 
Ties, Seek Ways US Can Aid Neglected Continent”, Ebony, pp.162-68. 
25 Diggs, Charles. “The Black American Stake in US Policy toward Africa”, Ebony, (Aug, 1976).  
Charles Diggs is one of the founding members of the Congressional Black Caucus. At this time 
he had been recently named the head of the group and worked tirelessly until his retirement for 
the liberation of South Africa through sanctions.   
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1976-1981”.26  It is Ramdhani’s contention that though the ANC played no part in the 
planning or execution of the Soweto Uprising, it strengthened the ANC’s position of 
leadership and unity within South Africa, and introduced many internationally to both the 
ANC and the situation in South Africa.  Though she places a great deal of emphasis on 
the changes after Soweto, it must also be noted that this was also a year of great change 
in the US, as it was the election year in which Carter defeated the incumbent, President 
Gerald Ford. Carter was elected, according to Ebony, because of the strong black vote in 
the southern states (Carter received 96% of the black vote nationwide)27.  Ramdhani 
continues to state that it was due to the increased media coverage in the US (which is 
clearly seen with an exponential increase of newspaper articles about the uprising) that 
the average American began to think about South Africa outside of diamonds and anti-
communist rhetoric.28 

Ebony chose not to cover the Soweto Uprising directly, though there was an 
increase number of articles specifically about US foreign policy toward Africa following 
the special edition on Africa (August 1976) and it should also be noted that the 
skepticism that was apparent following the Sharpeville Massacre disappeared in the mid-
1970s and was replaced with a greater African American solidarity for Africans and 
African issues.  What to do about South Africa became a question that was asked of 
every politician that was interviewed in the magazine and editors and columnist proffered 
sanctions as the best solution in the campaign edition before the 1976 election.  The 
Washington Post changed it attention from the greater southern African region to 
specifically South Africa at the time of Soweto, with pictures and articles of and about 
the Uprising appearing on the front page, while dialogue debating foreign policy 
decisions and the sanction issue became more frequent on the op-ed pages.  The coverage 
of Soweto was mixed, with direct coverage giving way to news about racial violence 
spreading nationwide throughout the month of July.  Updates appeared often throughout 
the months of June and July, with new body counts and predictions for the future of 
South Africa, although, as it was pointed out in a letter to the editor in July 1, 1976, the 
journalists were sensationalizing the story of racial upheaval to such an extent that little 
attention was being given to the root problem of apartheid.  In another letter in the same 
section, the opposite view was stated, that the Washington Post was giving too much 
sympathy to the dead Africans in order to raise anti-South African opinions and not 
enough to the slow evolutionary process of what was occurring. 29  However, there was 
still some jaded reporters, most likely because of the preferred sources of the Washington 
Post, that only reported on the positive changes being made by South Africa, and did not 
dwell on the larger issue of racism and separate society. 30  Despite the mixed sentiments 

                                                 
26 Ramdhani, Narissa. “’A Turning Point at Which Many Turns Were Made!’ The Impact of the 
Soweto Uprising on ANC-USA Relations: 1976-1981”, Seminar Paper, University of Natal, 
www.un.ac.za Last Accessed: August 1, 2004. 
27 Ebony Magazine, March 1977 issue, devoted to Carter’s election and the role of the African 
American community in that victory.   
28 Ramdhani, 9-11. 
29 “Letter to the Editor: Soweto: Two Views”, July 1, 1976, A26.  Note that Carl Noffke, the 
Information Counselor with the Embassy of South Africa, wrote the critical letter.  
30 For an example of this positive light, see the Washington Post article, “South Africa Ends Sport 
Segregation” which appeared on page C1 and highlighted the fact that the South African national 
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expressed about South Africa and sanctions, this proved to be a turning point in the 
national media because for the first time, South Africa was receiving front page attention 
for extended periods of time and issues about the US’ relationship to the apartheid state 
were being raised.  White Americans were joining protests in large numbers, and the 
average American began to call for some sort of punishment for the South African 
government.   
  

First Trade Embargo (1976) 
 
Over the course of 1976 and 1977, the sanctions debate grew heated as more and 

more people began to formulate opinions.  Several articles in the Washington Post were 
dedicated to Carter’s role in changing foreign policy toward Africa away from 
Kissinger’s “shuttle-diplomacy”, though Carter stayed silent on his views on the 
implementation of formal sanctions.31  Over the next two years that changed with the 
enacting of an arms embargo against South Africa that banned the sales of all military 
and police materials and supplies to South Africa in 1977 and a 1978 restriction of trade 
with South Africa by prohibiting the Export-Import Bank from supporting private 
business trade unless the secretary of State deems that the prospective trade partner 
adheres to a non-racial policy of employment and treatment of employees.  President 
Carter could only repeal the legislation, called the Evans Amendment, if and when he felt 
that progress was being made in South Africa’s business sector.32  On a social and 
cultural level, Carter took steps to isolate South Africa from ordinary events, like the 
Davis Cup competition. 

These steps brought further polarization to the American public, or at least to 
those who were directly affected, which the media picked up on quickly.  Tennis star 
Arthur Ashe responded poorly to this new direction in a commentary piece on March 16, 
1978, in which he claimed that Carter was punishing the wrong people for apartheid’s 
indiscretions.33  In other circles, a poll was taken of Americans in May of 1979 that 
concluded that while most disapproved of apartheid and racial discrimination, they were 
not ready for the US to become involved, especially because of the close ties between the 
ANC and the Soviet Union and Cuba.34  It was at this point that Carter lost steam and 
stated that these actions were punitive and he would not consider entering South Africa 
by military means because of the tense Cold War atmosphere and deep Soviet support.  It 
                                                                                                                                                 
cricket league had become multi-racial.  What it does not include, however, was the fact that 
Africans were still largely kept out of sports, and only those classified as “colored” or mixed 
raced could join.  Even then, Africans that were invited were kept in segregated facilities.    
31 Various articles dealing with sanctions and Carter’s foreign policy stance in the Washington 
Post: Oberdorfer, Don. “Changes of Emphasis Seen in Foreign Policy Under Carter”, Nov. 4, 
1976, A7; McBee, Susanna. “Carter Mum on S. Africa Sanctions”, Oct. 26, 1977, A12; McBee, 
Susanna. “Further Sanctions Seen Against S. Africa”, Oct. 28, 1977, A8; Raspberry, William. 
“Searching for a Consensus on South Africa”, Nov. 7, 1977, A19. 
32 Russell. Mary. “Ex-Im Bank Curb For S. Africa Voted”, Washington Post, June 3, 1978, A6 
and “Widening the Attack on Apartheid”, Washington Post, May 4, 1978, A26. 
33 Ashe, Arthur. “Apartheid Wrong, Not the Davis Cup”, Washington Post, March 16, 1978, G1, 
G6. 
34 Goshko, John M. “Equal Rights for Black Majority, No U.S. Involvement”, Washington Post, 
May 13, 1979, A13.  
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was also at this point that the left began to pull back official rhetoric against South 
Africa, and because of this, Carter’s Ambassador to the UN, Andrew Young, was 
sacrificed to the people in a show of conservativism.  Young took the opportunity to write 
a final good-bye in the Washington Post July 18, 1980, in which he tried to reason with 
the American people about the costs and overall benefits to sanctions, a cause which he 
had been championing throughout his tenure under Carter. Ebony picked up Young’s 
resignation with fervor in their January 1980 issue with comments from Jesse Jackson, 
Randall Robinson (of TransAfrica), and Benjamin Hooks (of the NAACP).35 Instead of 
turning the last words into a partisan fight, he pleaded with the American people that 
sanctions worked with Namibia in 1977 and Rhodesia in 1971 and that with time and 
only a small amount of sacrifice, they would work for South Africa as well.36 At this 
point in the anti-apartheid movement, the push against South Africa was too great for the 
average American to support, and in order to not lose the cause completely, the rhetoric 
against South Africa subsided until the next big media flurry, which occurred during the 
Reagan Presidency. 

The mainstream media picked up on the lack of solidarity on the issue of 
punishment for South Africa, though social issues were more on the forefront than the 
larger issues of race and equality.  While articles on Carter’s “unfair” shutout of South 
Africa from the Davis Cup were being circulated, there was nary an article about the 
greater issues involved for South Africa.  Carter tried to reason with the American public, 
though the backlash that appeared in the media, proved that the American public was not 
willing to sacrifice status quo for the sake of the disenfranchised South Africans.  The 
momentum that had been built with the increased attention following Soweto had not yet 
dissipated, though a representative poll given in 1979 showed that only eighteen percent 
of Americans had a knowledge of apartheid and only four percent listed Africa or an 
African nation when asked the question, “What do you feel are the two or three biggest 
foreign policy problems facing the United States today?”37  Therefore, as Carter was 
preparing to defend his office in late 1980, a majority of Americans still did not have a 
working knowledge of the South African situation because the deeper issues of race and 
equality had not yet been fully explored by the mainstream media.  In this instance, just 
as the media had helped to bring South African racial issues to the forefront after Soweto, 
when Carter pushed ideas of sanction and embargo without the background exploration 
of the greater history of apartheid by the media, efforts to form a united front against 
apartheid in the late 1970s floundered.    
 
 The Reagan Presidency (1981-88) 
 

Before the 1980 election, Ebony took a much more politically attentive role in the 
coming election by devoting several pages to where each candidate stood and what issues 
were important for black Americans.  Though this was done to a degree before every 
election, the attention given to this one was higher, as the stakes in foreign and domestic 
policy were much higher with Reagan than with Ford.  The fifth most important question, 

                                                 
35 “Foreign Policy, Blacks, and the Andy Young Affair: Controversy over Resignation Spurns 
Black Involvement”, Ebony, January 1980, 116-122. 
36 Young, Andrew. “The Last Plane to South Africa”, June 28, 1980, A19. 
37 Thomson, Alex. Incomplete Engagement, Aldershot: Avebury, England, 1996, p.92.  
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according to Ebony, was where the candidates stood on Africa.  “Economic and political 
pressure against South Africa to force it to change its racist policies which threaten the 
peace and security of the whole continent, and is a degradation of human rights, with 
grave implications for other global arena” was the most important issue under the Africa 
question.38  This increased attention was to no avail, however, as Ronald Reagan was 
elected to be the next President of the United States.   

As was started earlier in the essay, the majority of mainstream news sources are 
from executive sources within the federal government.  This fact could be seen 
immediately with the election of Ronald Reagan, as news stories about Africa, 
specifically South Africa, began to drop off. In the media, what kept South Africa in the 
picture most frequently was the increase of violence that prompted de Klerk to put a state 
of emergency in place.   The reports of violence and body counts helped to keep the 
supporters that were gained after Soweto.  However, those reports were not as prominent 
as they could have been, due to the new administration, as well as the same backlash that 
caused Young’s resignation, it is important to note that articles about South Africa did 
not disappear, which suggests that the grassroots groups that gained white membership 
following Soweto were not willing to let this issue fall out of focus completely. Under the 
Reagan Administration, the Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs was Chester 
Crocker who conceptualized, with the help of Kissinger’s precedents, and executed a 
policy of  “Constructive Engagement”. 39  The concept of this policy was to slowly 
engage the South African government to make the changes on their own because not only 
did Crocker feel that the US did not have sufficient leverage in Pretoria, he also felt that 
because South Africa was part of “the Western Experience”, they should not be told what 
to do in terms of domestic affairs.40  In order to influence Reagan and Crocker to change 
their policy of Constructive Engagement, pressure had to come from two places, the 
media continuing to report on South African issues in order to gain more white support, 
and a greater influence on the President by the legislature in the form of bills supported 
by bi-racial and bi-partisan Congressmen and Senators.  The latter could not occur until 
the Black Caucus garnered the support of a broader base of bi-partisan and bi-racial 
representatives within Congress in order to press the South African issue past Crocker’s 
narrow plan for African policy.  Crocker and the White House’s basis for defending this 
policy, was that they were slowly engaging South Africa to make changes based on the 
Sullivan Principles, adopted by American corporations in South Africa in 1977.41  
                                                 
38 “Questions You Should Ask a Presidential Candidate: Black Caucus Guidelines Give 
Framework for Querying this Year’s Top Office Seekers”, Ebony, April 1980, 72. 
39 Reagan’s Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs, Chester Crocker, was left almost 
completely to his own devices, without check from January 1981 to July 1984. Crocker stated 
that, “I was very blessed, particularly in the first Reagan term, with a substantial amount of lee-
way to do exactly what I thought was the right thing under the broad authority of the President 
and Secretary of State…it became clear to everybody that I was the Administration’s person on 
this issue…” Chester Crocker, quoted in Thomson, 117-8. 
40 Crocker, Chester, quoted in Thomson, 121. 
41 The Sullivan Principles were named after Reverend Leon Sullivan from Philadelphia, a 
member of the General Motors board of directors.  Mike Rosholt, the chairman of Barlow Rand 
(one of the largest South African Corporations), went to Philadelphia to meet with Sullivan in the 
late 1970s to draw up the set of guidelines that were meant to turn South African businesses in the 
direction of progressive social action through the example set by American firms.  
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Ironically, Sullivan himself wrote a piece in the Washington Post in 1983, which stated 
that his principles were never to meant to stand alone, and there was much more left to be 
done on the executive level.42   

On the executive level, the sanctions debate did not exist.  In the public sphere 
though, protests against South Africa’s racial policies were getting more and more 
fervent, and the call for sanctions was widespread among both black and white 
Americans.  In the Washington Post, Bishop Tutu’s visit sparked several op-eds, as 
Reagan refused to see the man who received a standing ovation by the US Congress and 
was outspoken about his desire to see the US follow the lead of the international 
community and support sanctions against South Africa.  The Washington Post also 
emphasized that despite Reagan’s opposition to sanctions, the buzz on Capitol Hill about 
sanctions was picking up support from white Congressmen and that a vote would be 
initiated after the winter recess of 1984-5. 43  There was little to no mention of South 
Africa in Ebony between 1981 through 1983, though that could be mainly attributed to 
the fact that at that point Reagan was attempting to repeal major pieces of Civil Rights 
legislation.  The talk picked up again for the next Presidential election in 1984, though 
the only candidate to mention South Africa by name and issue was Walter Mondale, 
which could suggest that the issue had finally taken root within the white community.44  

After the Presidential election in 1984, the Washington Post devoted an entire 
page to South Africa to debate the issue of sanctions with various authors on both sides of 
the debate.  From December 1984 to January 1985, the pace of articles about sanctions 
picks up to almost one per day, with some days having several.  Protest articles were 
common, as grassroots groups were protesting in front of the South African Embassy in 
Washington, DC, and more interest was being given to the other side of the issue.  
Strangely, at this point, the African American element had given way to the white 
struggle against apartheid from the Washington Post.  When the grassroots groups were 
forming in the late 1970s, it was almost impossible to find white interest, and therefore, 
much of their activities did not make the news.  However, at this point, the African 
American voices were not as loud as the storming protests that were splashed across the 
covers of newspapers across the country with white students and activists taking their 
cause to the streets. This was spurred on further with the high profile arrests of Edward 
Kennedy’s children in front of the South African Embassy, as reported by the 
Washington Post. 45 The increased protesters showed that not only had white America 
picked up the cause of anti-apartheid, the cause has been sanctioned by the majority of 
                                                 
42 Sullivan, Leon H. “It’s Time to Step Up the Pressure on South Africa”, The Washington Post, 
May 10, 1983, A19. 
43 This becomes reality with the passing of another Export Administrations Act directly following 
the election of Reagan for a second term. Tutu’s visit caused controversy as Reagan initially 
refused to see him, though when Tutu visited the House Subcommittee, he was given a standing 
ovation. “Constructive Engagement has worsened our situation on apartheid, claims Tutu”, 
Washington Post, Dec. 5, 1984, A14.  
44 Even Jesse Jackson, a long time supporter of the anti-apartheid movement stayed silent on the 
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 15

white America, to the detriment of the African American leaders who had been involved 
in the struggle since the late 1940s and were, at this point, no longer figuring as 
prominently with the new supporters with media coverage.   

Ebony had it’s strongest push for sanctions in the May 1985 issue, in which 
Randall Robinson and Edward Kennedy were both given a free forum for discussing 
what to do about apartheid.46  Both men brought the issue to a head by making the reader 
feel as though the issue was integral to their lifestyle as Americans by connecting the 
cause to familiarly traditional American issues and ideals.  Robinson invoked patriotism 
by comparing the Nationalists to the Nazis, whereas Kennedy showed the basic 
similarities between the two countries, as both had to deal with major racial issues that 
were remnants of historical mistakes.47  Robinson, at the end, called for compete support 
for total economic disengagement, whereas Kennedy, who had been a proponent of 
sanctions since the 1970s, did not mention economic solutions.  In this article, it is clear 
the different methods to pander to each American audience, black and white, for anti-
apartheid support.  White Americans needed to see the South African connection of 
experience, whereas, black Americans were beyond that point and needed to be lead 
towards an end, which for Robinson and most other anti-apartheid leaders, was complete 
divestment and sanctions.  For several more issues (August 1985, December 1985, 
February 1986, and March 1986) Ebony moved away from economic issues on apartheid 
and toward the human-interest side of apartheid, namely Winnie and Nelson Mandela’s 
inspirational marriage despite thirty years of house arrest and imprisonment.  By moving 
away from the economic side of the issue, it is clear that sanctions were deemed to be the 
solution most fitting against South Africa.  Ebony felt that in order to push the issue even 
further, the human element had to be explored.   

The final push needed for sanctions to have full support of the US Congress was 
to void the long-standing impression that the US government had about the South African 
freedom fighters and their connection to Communism.  Though sanctions had been 
legitimized in the public and largely in the media, the Cold War was still on and the 
argument by Reagan about Russia’s influence on South African was still resonant within 
the legislature. Spurred by this obstacle, in April and May of 1985, Representatives 
Leland and Conyers introduced two bills to encourage the President to re-classify the 
ANC as freedom fighters instead of Communist agents, which would thereby allow the 
US government to send funds to aid in its struggle.48  Both of these were killed by no 
action, though the sentiment against the ANC’s Communist label was strong on the 
democratic side of the House.  All that was left was a bi-partisan push against apartheid, 
in which the media was needed to show both sides of the House that the American public, 
or at the least their constituencies, were behind sanctions.   

South Africa’s government recognized the media’s influence on international 
public opinion and saw that their public support for an internal solution was slipping.  
Therefore on November 2, 1985, the South African government announced that all 
reporters of print and television news had to be under police supervision during all times 

                                                 
46 Kennedy, Edward and Randall Robinson. “The Case Against South Africa”, Ebony, May 1985, 
132-148. (LOC vol. 40, May-Aug 1985). 
47 “It’s the most repressive government since Nazi Germany” Robinson, pp. 132. 
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of government declared states of emergency.49  This was an attempt to stop the images 
that were being splashed across newspapers and were leading stories on nightly 
broadcasts of international news.  While this ban hurt television media more so than print, 
it was too late for the images not to be burned into the minds of average citizens across 
the world.  At this point, the mention of South Africa would invoke pictures in the minds 
of Americans, and because of the prevalence and poignancy of these images, as well as 
the legitimization of the sanctions response earlier in the struggle, more and more 
Americans were calling on their representatives to take a stand against the South African 
government in the form of economic sanctions.  Across partisan and racial lines, 
sanctions were seen as the answer to apartheid, and the South African government’s 
media ban was too little and far too late.   

In September of 1986, all of the elements were in place and Congress and the 
Senate passed the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act (CAAA) which stipulated that 
sanctions be placed on the government of South Africa as well as any South African 
corporation or agent of the government that participated in the practice or implementation 
of apartheid.  Specifically, the sanctions stipulated that all US agencies, like the 
Departments of Justice and Commerce, were not allowed to have economic relations with 
any person or agency within the apartheid state.  Reagan immediately vetoed the act, 
though this time it was not enough as the Congress and the Senate responded by 
overriding the veto by a two-thirds vote in both houses.  In response to the override, 
Reagan conceded by issuing Executive Order 12571, the implementation of the CAAA 
on 27 October 1986.  In February of 1987, the White House, under direction from 
Reagan, appointed a panel to assess the situation in South Africa and the US’ role against 
apartheid.  The bipartisan commission found that Reagan’s policy of constructive 
engagement had officially failed.50  In December of the previous year, however, Assistant 
Secretary of State, Chester Crocker, defended the Administration’s policy of constructive 
engagement on the basis that US-South African relations were declining and the 
Nationalist government was enacting even more repressive laws against the Non-
European population.51  The repercussions of these February findings were not felt 
outwardly, though inside the White House the mood toward South Africa had changed, as 
seen with the next White House National Security Decision.  

In response to the continued media coverage of average Americans fighting for 
the anti-apartheid movement, in May of 1987, Reagan’s White House introduced another 
National Security Decision Directive, number 273, in regards to South Africa.  While it 
reiterated many of the same concerns that the last NSDD had voiced, it included more 
social programs for South Africans, which shows that Reagan was listening to the voices 
expressing concern for social issues in the media.  The most intriguing part about this 
Directive is that in it, the White House comments on the implication and results of US 
sanctions.  The Administration claims that the sanctions have weakened US-South 
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African relations, however, they have also increased support for the US by other African 
nations.  Therefore, Reagan reconsidered his policies of NSDD 187 and pushed for the 
speedy end to the apartheid regime.52  While this is a fascinating look into internal White 
House documents, these views were not shared with the public, the media, or even with 
his Vice-President, as Bush pushed summarily toward the ending of sanctions when he 
was elected to be Reagan’s successor. 
 
 Bush Senior and the Repeal of Sanctions 
 

The media began to diverge in consensus about sanctions as the Bush 
administration seized the high that Reagan left on in 1989 by beginning the process of 
repealing US sanctions toward South Africa in 1989.  Bush used the release of Mandela 
as a way to justify and promote repealing sanctions under the auspice of rewarding de 
Klerk for moving towards a free and equal representative government.  The New York 
Times picked up this wavering of resolution in Congress on the topic of sanctions with an 
article about the Chairman of the House and Senate Sub-Committees on Africa 
welcoming de Klerk’s strides toward equal representation.   However, the New York 
Times also noted Congress showing caution regarding the total repeal of sanctions as a 
reward, knowing that violence continued to plague news reports out of South Africa.53   
More and more articles began to appear at this time questioning the validity of sanctions 
as well and the Nationalists fueled this increased talk about removing sanctions when he 
lifted the state of emergency in 1991.54  In July of 1991, Bush issued remarks at a press 
conference to divulge to the media his views on the executive termination of sanctions 
against South Africa.55  Bush stated his inflexibility on the topic of continued sanctions 
and his desire to return to letting the South African government decide what is right for 
the country.  The stipulation by Congress was that five major things must occur for the 
sanctions to be lifted, with the most important being the freeing of all political prisoners 
and the official end to apartheid or at least significant progress towards that end.  When 
the sanctions were lifted in 1991, these two important criteria were not satisfied, though 
Bush did not qualify this question with a straight answer.56  In the international media, 
Mandela made pleas for the continuation of sanctions until free and unfettered elections 
could be held and apartheid was official declared over.57 These pleas were ignored by 
both Bush, who had stated his opposition to sanctions early and often, as well as the 
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majority of Americans, who saw Mandela’s release and the greater freedoms allowed to 
Africans as signs that South Africa’s government should no longer be punished.  

There are several reasons why sanctions were not allowed to continue, despite 
Mandela’s pleas.  The first reason, economic gain, was mentioned above.  The second 
idea, expanded upon by Nesbitt, is that white America wanted to see Africans gain rights, 
but did not want to see them gain too much power too soon.  Much like in the latter 
stages of the American Civil Rights Movement, the late 1960s and early 1970s saw a rise 
in backlash politics, where white Americans, many of whom supported greater rights for 
southern African Americans, began to try and stop further progress towards equality for 
fear of giving up too much.58  A third idea is that when other groups outside of the US 
began to revoke sanctions, American were afraid that they would be giving up too much 
economically if they were the last to repeal their sanctions.  The New York Times ran 
numerous stories about the European Union repealing sanctions and Nigeria questioning 
how much longer they would be willing to continue sanctions.59  By picking up these 
stories, faith in both the anti-apartheid movement and the validity of long-term sanctions 
were questioned by mainstream Americans, who then did not put up a fight when 
sanctions were fully repealed.   Some local sanctions, however, like the state of 
Massachusetts, remained in place until Mandela’s election in 1994. 
  
Conclusion: 
 
 The American print media was able to capture the grassroots struggle by making 
the humanitarian struggle in South Africa available to average Americans.  Through first 
the African American community and their publications, American mainstream media 
picked up on the anti-apartheid movement as well as legitimized the solution 
promulgated by the early anti-apartheid leaders.  It was through this legitimization that 
when there was bi-partisan and bi-racial support for an end to apartheid, the solution of 
sanctions was already circulated and favored by average Americans, policy makers, and 
the international community.   While the American print media did not intentionally 
promulgate the anti-apartheid agenda, through the continued coverage of South Africa, 
average Americans were able to latch on to the apartheid issue and slowly translate that 
interest into progressive action against the South African apartheid state.   
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Non-Traditional Diplomacy: 

Cultural, Academic and Sports Boycotts and 
Change in South Africa 

 
JB Spector1 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The academic, cultural and sports boycotts imposed on South Africa 
in the last half of the 20th century were sustained international 
efforts to press the country to accept fundamental political change. 
The boycotts arose from concerns over specific apartheid policies, 
but eventually became part of a much larger, multi-textured effort 
to achieve far-reaching alterations in South Africa’s political 
dispensation. Proponents saw the boycotts as efforts based on moral 
principles. Their goal was to bring home the costs of apartheid to 
white South Africans, thereby encouraging them to withhold 
support for apartheid and instead promote a radical restructuring of 
the South African political order. The boycotts emerged from a 
tradition of efforts to achieve decisive political change without 
recourse to the coercive power of military-style force. Boycott 
proponents evolved their tactics — and their goals — over time, in 
response to changes in the larger picture of political and security 
order in Southern Africa.  
 
Boycotts by individual countries, multilateral national groups — 
and most especially non-state actors — have a long historical 
lineage. Americans can easily recall the 1773 ‘Boston tea party’ — 
the dumping of British imported tea into Boston harbour as part of a 
larger boycott of British goods and taxes in the years before the 
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American Revolution. (This occurred 100 years before the word 
‘boycott’ became the term for such actions.) 
 
Since the 20th century, boycotts have included international 
coalitions of states acting upon non-state actors to affect yet another 
state; non-state actors seeking to persuade a group of states to act to 
promote change in the internal policies of yet another state; and 
efforts by coalitions of international non-state actors (sometimes 
with the assistance of individual states or international 
organisations) to bring pressure to bear on the government of a 
particular state. An example of the first category is the Arab 
League’s attempts at retaliatory action against American firms 
trading with Israel. An example of the second is the campaign by 
international human rights/civil rights non-governmental 
advocates to press for a boycott of Zimbabwe in the 2003 Cricket 
World Cup, so as to compel Zimbabwe to change its internal 
policies. For the third, one could look to campaigns by various 
European academic associations to end educational exchanges 
between the rest of Europe and Austria when a neo-Nazi party 
entered into a coalition with the ruling government.  
 
Alternatively, domestic non-state actors can initiate an internal 
boycott organised around a particular economic activity, in order to 
induce policy alteration or even a regime change, while drawing 
upon international public opinion to sustain their efforts and add 
pressure on that regime. Examples of this include Gandhi’s ‘March 
to the Sea’ to protest a British monopoly tax on salt in British India, 
and the Southern Christian Leadership Council’s bus boycotts in the 
American South — a campaign that effectively heralded the start of 
the American civil rights struggle. In both cases, while the actions of 
internal actors did not immediately produce fundamental domestic 
change, they contributed to a much broader campaign that did, 
even as they also elicited significant international opprobrium 
directed against the ruling structures. The table shown below offers 
a simple typology of boycotts by type, actors and objective. 
 
Despite variations, policy-directed boycotts appear to share several 
central features. First, they aim to achieve a change either in 
government policy or in the actual regime. Second, they believe in 
the efficacy of working beyond the usual international legal order — 
or the formal texture of the domestic legal system — to achieve such 
results. Third, they hold a broad, often unvoiced, belief in the 



efficacy of boycott techniques over the long term in producing 
policy or regime change without overt physical coercion. In that 
respect, boycott proponents draw upon a body of doctrine holding 
that such transformation can be achieved through non-violent, 
collective means if enough people and groups can be brought to act 
in concert. Moreover, there is a conviction that the power of the 
boycott derives from both from the actions of its proponents and 
from its impact on the larger body of public opinion — first 
nationally and then globally.  
 

Proponent’s goals vis-à-vis regime 
Actors Change policy Punish regime Isolate 

regime 
Change 
regime 

Intra-state non-
state group/s 

Montgomery 
bus boycott  
 
 
 

Boston tea 
party 

 
 
 

Cyber 
protests 
against US 
over Iraq 
 

Gandhi’s 
march to the 
sea 
 
 

External non-
state group/s 
often in 
association with, 
or in support of, 
domestic groups 

Academic and 
cultural 
boycotts 
against SA 
 
Sports boycott 

 
 
Sports boycott 

 
Olympic 
expulsion 
 
Rugby tour 
boycott 

Post 1983 UN 
cultural 
boycott 
(includes 
UN listings) 

External state and 
multi-state group 
+ external non-

state actors? 
+ internal non-

state actors? 

Putative 
academic 
boycotts 
against Israel re 
Palestinian 
policies in 
2002–03 

Putative sports 
boycotts 
against 
Zimbabwe in 
2002–03 

Arab League 
trade 
boycotts 
against firms 
dealing with 
Israel  

Academic 
boycotts 
against 
Haider’s 
Austria in 
1990s 

 
 
 
 
 

Academic, sports and 
cultural isolation of South 
Africa — in sync with 
economic sanctions, dis-
investments 



Proponents of boycotts — whether they acknowledge it or not — 
are heirs to a theory of public action that takes shape in modern 
times as a fusion of eastern and western political (and religious) 
traditions. Henry David Thoreau’s Essay on Civil Disobedience2 
(written to explain his protest against a tax to support the Mexican 
War) was probably the first document to articulate this theory in its 
modern guise. Thereafter, Mahatma Gandhi drew upon such ideas 
in his formulation of satyagraha (passive resistance) as an affirmative 
political doctrine.3 And Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
expositions and sermons on the impact of faith on politics, as in 
‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’ and ‘I’ve been to the Mountaintop’ 
drew in turn upon the views set out earlier by Gandhi and 
Thoreau.4  
 
These efforts also draw upon what Harvard’s Joseph Nye has called 
‘soft power’ — the ability of culture, ideas, the mass media, and 
economics to act as important forces in influencing policy — 
without the coercive nature of military power.5 Until the end of the 
Cold War, international relations analysts often saw soft power as 
marginal compared with the nuclear or conventional balance of 
forces between the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation and the 
Warsaw Pact. The impact of culture, ideas, and the media — even 
economics — was regarded as having relatively little effect on the 
essential shape of the international system. However, following the 
fall of the Soviet empire, and once again after 11 September 2001, 
analysts are focusing greater attention on the impact soft power and 
non-state actors can have on the international system. (Examples of 
powerful soft agencies range from anti-globalisation campaigns, the 
Internet, the WTO, to al-Qaeda.) Although much attention is still 
focused on new military technologies, the technologies of 
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communication are also amplifying the impact of non-state actors 
on the world.6 
 
Parallel to Paul Kagan’s ‘fog of war,’ the profusion of international 
actors and their often-conflicting goals, strategies and effectiveness 
can help redirect some attention towards examinations of how (or 
whether) sports, educational and cultural boycotts and related 
strategies can achieve significant policy changes. New calls to 
impose boycotts on behalf of particular causes also encourage 
examinations of these strategies. Such analysis is both timely and 
relevant to a fuller understanding of the complete international 
system. 
 
However, a thorough examination of the full panoply of boycotts 
used as policy tools is beyond the scope of this paper. The more 
limited focus of this discussion, therefore, is to look at how major 
international actors collaborated with South African internal actors 
(to articulate, design, advocate and use the pressure of sports, 
educational and cultural boycotts) in bringing pressure to bear on 
South Africa during the National Party’s rule. As the goals of the 
different actors coalesced, their efforts were aimed, first, at 
provoking changes in policy implementation; then alterations in the 
actual policies; and finally, replacing the regime itself.  
 
 
The origins of the boycotts 
 
Following consolidation of the National Party’s rule and the evident 
failure of armed resistance efforts to bring the apartheid state to its 
knees, and given the general unwillingness of the world community 
to take decisive steps to alter the behaviour of the South African 
government, apartheid’s international opponents considered 
alternative means. The Reverend Trevor Huddleston, after his 
expulsion from South Africa for his opposition to the Nationalist 
regime, appears to have been the first to make a specific call for an 
international sports boycott of South Africa.7 He did this first in a 
1954 newspaper article, and then more extensively in a book 
published in 1956.8  
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Huddleston’s call led to slowly increasing international pressure to 
restrict South Africa’s international sports participation, including 
its exclusion from the Olympics Games in 1968. Ironically, it was 
South Africa’s unwillingness to allow Basil D’Oliviera, the formerly 
South African ‘coloured’ cricket star, to tour South Africa as part of 
the planned Marylebone Cricket Club’s 1968 tour that moved the 
issue from back burner to front page. The South African prime 
minister of the time, John Vorster, handed boycott proponents a 
decisive weapon when in a public speech given in Bloemfontein he 
argued: 9  

We are not prepared to receive a team thrust upon us by people whose 
interests are not the game, but to gain political objectives which they 
do not even attempt to hide. The team, as it stands, is not the team of 
the MCC selection committee but of the political opponents of South 
Africa.  

 
Initially, for many, the goal of the sports boycotts was not regime 
change or a challenge to the legitimacy of the South African state. 
Rather, it was to punish South Africa’s unwillingness to select 
integrated teams and to manage its international teams through 
non-racial organising bodies. Most especially its refusal to play 
integrated teams from other nations provided the impetus for a 
boycott.  
 
These calls for sports boycotts must be seen from the perspective of 
their time, rather than from the vantage point of the post-apartheid 
South Africa. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, it was still just 
possible to envision a South Africa where the recent electoral 
victories of the Nationalist Party could be rolled back at the polls 
and its policies unwound. Similarly, it was difficult for any but the 
most optimistic to imagine a South Africa driven to the wall by any 
of the relatively ineffectual African liberation movements. The 
popular mobilisation efforts and the underground military wings of 
the African National Congress (ANC) and Pan-African Congress 
(PAC) had been crushed internally, and a ring of Portuguese and 
other European colonies still walled South Africa off from the newly 
independent states of west, central and east Africa. Rhodesia had 
not even declared Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI), let 
alone become Zimbabwe.  
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Support for the pleas made by the ANC president, Albert Luthuli, 
for sports, cultural or trade boycotts, building on Huddleston’s 
earlier calls, appeared to represent one of the few ways in which 
pressure could be exerted on South Africa.10 In fact, until the early 
1960s, the only significant international boycott against South Africa 
had been the World Court’s decision about South Africa’s 
administration of South West Africa, and the resultant calls for a 
limited arms embargo against South Africa. 
 
Academic boycotts drew their first impetus from British academic 
associations. In 1965, nearly 500 academics from 34 British 
universities signed a declaration to protest the banning orders 
issued against anti-apartheid academics Jack Simons and Eddie 
Roux as well as growing racial discrimination in higher education 
institutions in South Africa. The signatories also pledged that they 
would not apply for, or accept, academic posts in South African 
universities that practised racial discrimination.11  
 
Central to this call for a boycott was the close relationship that 
existed at that time between the British and South African academic 
worlds, following the colonial and Commonwealth pattern. Most of 
South Africa’s most renowned academics (especially at the English-
speaking universities) had personal and professional links to British 
institutions. Indeed, South African institutions were connected to 
those in the UK through a broad array of relationships, exchanges 
and historical ties. American academic connections with South 
Africa were much weaker and less visible, and so the push for an 
American academic boycott against South Africa took longer to gain 
momentum.  
 
It was only in the late 1970s and early 1980s that American 
universities and academics embarked on a concerted push for an 
academic boycott targeting South Africa. They did this under 
pressure from academics whose world view was anchored in the 
experiences of Vietnam and Watergate and whose organisational 
skills had been sharpened by the civil rights struggle and anti-
Vietnam War protests. Often the academic boycott operated in 
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tandem with the well-publicised disinvestment campaigns. These 
initiatives put pressure on university endowments and city and 
state pensions investments in American companies with significant 
business ties to South Africa and were played out in public and in 
the media.  
 
The official US government Fulbright exchange programme ceased 
sending American exchange lecturers to teach in South African 
universities by the early 1970s. However, the selection of South 
Africans for Fulbright scholarships to attend American universities 
continued, as it was regarded as a contribution towards the creation 
of an educated cohort that could benefit a new non-racial South 
Africa — whenever that might emerge.12 
 
The cultural boycott began slightly differently. Here British 
organisations again took the lead — reflecting the largely British 
texture of imported culture in South Africa in the 1950s and 1960s. 
As noted earlier, Reverend Huddleston was probably the first to call 
for a cultural boycott when he wrote, 13  

I am asking those who believe racialism to be sinful or wrong … to 
refuse to encourage it by accepting any engagement to act, to perform 
as a musical artist or ballet dancer… 

 
In recognition of the increasing severity of apartheid, several British 
cultural organisations determined that their members should not 
perform in South Africa, beginning with the British Musicians 
Union in 1961. Two years later, 45 British playwrights instructed 
their literary agents to refuse performing rights, ‘where 
discrimination is made among audiences on grounds of colour.’14 In 
subsequent years, a growing number of American, British, Irish and 
European cultural groups adopted similar policies. This prevented 
the works of playwrights of the stature of Arnold Wesker, Arthur 
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Miller and August Wilson from being seen in South Africa until the 
1990s.15  
 
 
The boycotts evolve 
 
As they evolved, the boycotts appear to have drawn sustenance 
from several interacting phenomena. 
$ First, in comparison with South Africa’s geopolitical position in 

the 1960s, its situation in the mid- to late 1980s was more 
problematic. By then opponents could argue that the Nationalist 
government and apartheid’s days were numbered. The colonial 
cordon around South Africa had disappeared, giving liberation 
movements easier access to South Africa. The Soweto uprising of 
1976 and its aftermath — the rise of the United Democratic Front 
(UDF) and the ‘civics’ movements of the mid-1980s — re-
energised the internal opposition. Further, the growing impact of 
economic sanctions, the international banking credit squeeze that 
followed PW Botha’s Rubicon speech, and growing disinvestment 
movements on university campuses beyond South Africa all led to 
the realisation that externally generated pressure could be 
marshalled against South Africa to bring about changes in policy 
law and even regime.16 

$ Second, the political activism of prominent figures like Harry 
Belafonte and Quincy Jones generated interest in, and support for, 
a list kept by the UN of well-known entertainers who had visited 
South Africa, despite the growing momentum of the cultural 
boycott. While being listed by the UN’s Centre Against South 
Africa carried no specific punishment, it did ensure negative 
publicity — anathema to any entertainer interested in securing 
bookings and performances in the future. Frank Sinatra’s 
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cancellation of a planned performance tour to South Africa is a 
case in point.17 

$ Third, leading African American entertainers — Bill Cosby, Stevie 
Wonder and Quincy Jones, among others — were becoming new 
cultural icons in South Africa. That these personalities were 
prepared to protest against South African policies, to refuse to 
visit South Africa, and to prevent their works from being made 
available to TV, cinema or video and record/CD stores may have 
given the average white South African yet another reason to 
reconsider support for apartheid.18 A similar trend occurred in 
sport, as international protests over attempts to give South African 
teams international competition opportunities helped to 
encourage a growing sense of international isolation in South 
Africa.19 Simultaneously, it appears to have given black South 
Africans a sense that a much larger community outside the 
country understood their travails, and was doing something to 
end them. 20 

$ Fourth, increasing numbers of entertainers began to participate in 
public political efforts directed against South Africa — and they 
began to have greater impact. A descendant of America’s civil 
rights struggle and the anti-Vietnam protests, the anti-apartheid 
movement seemed to many to be a moral and political 
continuation of these earlier efforts. On the other side, South 
Africa’s attempts to evade these pressures through the use of 
entertainment venues in the so-called independent bantustans 
may well have had the opposite effect to that intended: they gave 
foreign entertainers a specific, identifiable target that could be 
abbreviated into a struggle sound byte.21 Sun City, an 
entertainment/recreation resort in the theoretically independent 
state of Bophutatswana, gave rise to Steve van Zandt’s chart-
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topping pop tune, ‘Ain’t Gonna Play Sun City,’ among other 
songs and music videos that were open attacks on the National 
Party regime. 

$ Fifth and finally, the formal establishment of an official ANC 
cultural office toward the end of the 1980s seems to have heralded 
a more focused, effective direction for the cultural boycott. This 
office worked in increasing synergy with the UN, as well as a 
broader range of American, British, Western European and other 
anti-apartheid coalitions and organisations.22 

 
However, even as late as 1987, international relations scholars such 
as John Barratt could still write: 23  

There is no doubt that international pressures — from mere criticism to 
sanctions threats — have had an effect, much of it positive in the sense 
of contributing to reform, some of it negative in that it has caused 
hardening of official white attitudes … But it is not possible to measure 
the extent of the roles of external pressures in each of these areas 
against the internal pressures for change. One problem is, of course, 
that the [South African] government has never been able to admit 
explicitly that external pressures have to any great degree been 
responsible for changes in policy. 

 
Nonetheless, just three years later, as Nelson Mandela and other ex-
prisoners were beginning to adjust to ordinary life, as exiles were 
returning home and as once-banned organisations were re-engaging 
in vigorous political activity, the author and political activist 
Achmad Dangor could argue: 24  

The cultural boycott was conceived in a time when all peaceful 
opposition had been driven underground … The necessity to fight and 
isolate apartheid and white supremacy on all fronts, included a 
cultural dimension. In the eighties the blanket boycott was adjusted to 
accommodate the emergence of resistance culture and to implement it 
in a democratic fashion. While there have been difficulties, this 
strategy in relation to the other fields of struggle has been effective and 
it will remain in place until apartheid is abolished … Neither the 
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cultural boycott nor sanctions are ends in themselves, but means to an 
end. 

 
The boycott strategy had multiple purposes. Proponents argued for 
a two-fold approach. Through the public controversy surrounding 
the sports, arts and education boycotts, they wanted to generate 
public demand to impel the governments of other countries to exert 
pressure on South Africa for change. In addition, they would also 
encourage, bring pressure to bear on, or embarrass into compliance, 
leading cultural, academic and sports figures in other countries to 
make public statements committing themselves to eschew any 
relationship with South Africa. In so doing, they would bring home 
the costs of apartheid to white South Africans, so encouraging white 
disaffection from racist policy and building support for a 
fundamental restructuring of South Africa’s political order.25  
 
The US government did not sign on to the boycotts officially. 
However, in addition to a growing array of limited economic 
sanctions, it effectively altered its international educational and 
cultural activities. This was in recognition of the boycotts and in 
response to the growing futility of engaging in international cultural 
exchanges between the US and South Africa. 
 
The ANC eventually became the prime mover of the push for a 
strengthened cultural boycott. Especially once its cultural desk in 
Lusaka was up and running, the ANC articulated a cultural policy 
that took increasing notice of what South Africans were later to 
describe as the vanguard role of culture and cultural workers in 
South Africa in the liberation struggle. As musician Hugh Masekela 
said recently, ‘I don’t think we could have had a revolution in this 
country without songs.’26 
 
The ANC while still in exile was the primary mover of advocating 
and asserting the boycott. Even within and around the ANC there 
appear to have been several competing views. From the late 1980s 
onward, two schools of thought appear to have emerged regarding 
the purposes of the boycotts. On the one hand, there was the 
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position, described by journalist Mandla Langa in his report on the 
‘Culture in Another South Africa’ conference in Amsterdam in 1987: 
‘There was no mincing of words: the arts are a weapon in the 
struggle for national liberation and democracy in our country. There 
is no way to separate culture from politics.’27 On the other hand, an 
alternative view began to emerge in succeeding years. It was 
articulated first by ANC exile intellectual Albie Sachs, and then by 
such local figures as Mike van Graan. For these individuals, the 
anti-apartheid struggle and the cultural boycott were more means to 
liberate the arts and artists than unconditional tools in service to a 
revolutionary idea. Sachs’ paper, ‘Preparing Ourselves for 
Freedom’, first produced in exile, then widely circulated in 
photocopied versions, was finally reprinted in the Weekly Mail in 
early 1990. It triggered particularly intense debate in South Africa 
about the role of the artist in a new political dispensation — and the 
continuing relevance and utility of the boycotts.28  
 
Van Graan’s argument, also first distributed in photocopied 
versions, and then reprinted in various alternative newspapers 
around the country, argued that the boycotts had actually outrun 
their usefulness:29   

Now, with apartheid being removed from the statute books and formal 
repression such as states of emergency, bannings and detention on the 
decline, the moral base and legitimacy of many of the strategies 
adopted in the past has been or is being eroded.  

 
Moreover, he claimed that because of the decline in apartheid, 
support for the boycott was actually weakening. Continued 
unwavering adherence to it to satisfy the ‘young lions’ of the 
liberation movements ran the risk of alienating the very people the 
liberation movements wished to attract as new supporters at a time 
when they were within reach of victory.  
Much of this debate was presaged by the ANC’s own 1989 position 
paper on the cultural boycott, which advocated a new, more limited 
form of boycott. This paper argued that: 30 
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In order to grow and develop, this emergent culture of liberation needs 
to interact with, and be exposed to, the progressive intellectual and 
cultural currents in the rest of the world … The cultural and academic 
boycott of apartheid South Africa … must consistently and 
continuously be strengthened as part of our overall strategy for the 
isolation of the apartheid regime.  
 
No cultural workers, artists, sportspersons or academics should be 
permitted to travel to South Africa to perform or to impart their 
services and expertise, save and except in those instances where such 
travel is clearly in furtherance of the national democratic struggle or 
any of its objectives. Democratic and anti-racist South African artists, 
cultural workers, sportspersons and academics — individually or 
collectively — who seek to perform, work or participate in activities 
outside South Africa should be permitted to do so without fear of 
ostracism or boycott. It would greatly facilitate matters if the Mass 
Democratic Movement [this prior to the unbanning of the ANC — 
author] created credible structures for consultation inside South Africa 
to vet such travel. 
 
...[T]he current effort to create broad non-racial governing bodies in 
every major sports discipline has become an important new arena of 
struggle of the forces of national liberation and democracy. It deserves 
the support and assistance of the international community. 

 
In mid-1990, Barbara Masekela, newly returned from exile and the 
ANC’s head of cultural policy, spoke at the Grahamstown National 
Arts Festival. She advocated the continuation of the cultural 
boycott, arguing that it would serve as ‘a pathway, to allow the 
representative, democratic culture of the people out to the world, as 
much as it is a filter to exclude the poison of apartheid, and prevent 
it gaining credibility.’31 
 
In sport, pressure from various African countries had kept South 
Africa out of the 1968 Olympics and had led to its complete 
expulsion from the Olympic movement in 1970. The ANC, in its 
1971 paper entitled, ‘International Boycott of Apartheid Sport — 
with special reference to the campaigns in Britain by the Anti 
Apartheid Movement’, argued that because official South African 
sports organisations had failed to integrate their respective sports 
racially, they were in violation of the terms of the Olympic Charter, 
which stated that, ‘No discrimination is allowed against any country 
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or person on grounds of race, religion or political affiliation.’32 Even 
at that early date, the ANC had begun to set out the case that 
integrating sports might not be enough to produce an end of the 
boycott. As a paper presented by the ANC before the UN 
concluded: 33  

The Anti-Apartheid Movement has always urged that the outside 
world should boycott all apartheid sport. All links with racialist bodies 
should be abolished until sport inside South Africa is conducted on the 
basis of merit alone and not of colour. This may not be possible until 
white domination itself is ended in South Africa. Until there is a non-
racial society which will permit open sport, we may have to exclude South 
Africa from all international competitions. For it is wrong to support 
racialism in any form and apartheid is not a game. [author’s italics] 

 
The cancellation of the Marylebone Cricket Club tour to South 
Africa, exclusion from the Olympics, and then the collapse of a 
South African tour to England in 1970 amidst furious street 
demonstrations set a pattern that was to prevail until South African 
cricket became multiracial. As University of the Witwatersrand 
historian, Bruce Murray, wrote in his monograph on the collapse of 
South African international cricket during the apartheid era: 34  

As it happened, when in the late 1970s the apartheid state and white 
sports administrators finally responded to the country’s sporting 
isolation by moving towards deracialising team sports in South Africa, 
the radical opponents of apartheid added another dimension to the 
sports boycott by demanding the dismantling of apartheid itself as a 
pre-condition for South Africa’s return to official international 
competition. 
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African Tour of England’, The Wits Interdisciplinary Research Seminar, 12 
August 2002, pp.26-7. This unpublished paper provides a wealth of detail and 
sources about the decision to end official cricket competitions between South 
Africa and the rest of the world following protests organised by Peter Hain, as 
well as the internal debate between ANC-aligned and other sports federations 
outside of the officially sanctioned white sports organisations in South Africa. 
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While some international sports competitions continued to take 
place, most notably between South African and other national 
rugby teams, South Africa ‘remained almost totally isolated from 
serious international competition in sport’.35 However, once FW de 
Klerk unbanned the liberation movements, released the political 
prisoners, and began negotiations towards a political transition, 
South Africa’s readmission to international sports became possible 
— even in advance of a full political transformation. As described 
by the Australian scholar Douglas Booth, following complex 
negotiations and consultations between internal and external actors, 
the International Olympic Committee ‘granted the Interim National 
Olympic Committee of South Africa conditional recognition and 
said that South Africa would be invited to Barcelona upon the 
repeal of apartheid’.36 
 
Meanwhile, a somewhat different evolution was taking place 
among academics regarding the academic boycott. This was 
occasioned initially by the Irish academic Connor Cruise O’Brien. In 
a controversial speech at the University of Cape Town in 1987, he 
called for the end of the academic boycott. Although this debate 
became intertwined with a larger, more complex debate about 
democratising apartheid-era university structures, admissions and 
instructional content (which were similar to the debates occurring 
simultaneously over the democratisation and integration of official 
sports bodies), there were differences as well. The posture of even 
politically radical academics became what Neville Alexander 
summarised as: 37 

Debate over the boycott also raised deep questions concerning the 
morality and political point of only excluding scholars coming from 
outside the country when the majority of scholars who supported 
apartheid were South Africans employed by the very institutions that 
were to carry out the boycott. Eventually consensus was attained, at 
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least in the more left-leaning academic community. All anti-apartheid 
academics and intellectual activists should band together in academic 
staff associations explicitly opposed to the regime and committed to 
the eradication of apartheid. These associations would be mandated, as 
appropriate, to invite foreign scholars to South African universities or 
to prevent them from coming. The boycott should not be a suicidal 
weapon cutting off all communication between the progressive 
academic community in the rest of the world and ourselves living in 
South Africa. 

 
In acknowledgement of these changes in interpretation of the 
academic boycott, the US gradually began encouraging the 
restoration of informal and official educational and cultural 
activities. It did so in the belief that these links contributed to 
reasserting the importance of democratic and artistic values in the 
shaping of a new South African political and cultural life. In late 
1990, embassy officials negotiated with the National Education 
Crisis Committee, one of those anti-apartheid educational structures 
envisioned by the ANC boycott policy paper, to re-establish the 
American Fulbright Professor programme in some of South Africa’s 
universities.  
 
In the following year, embassy officials, in close consultation with 
the ANC, the PAC and other anti-apartheid parties, and in 
association with cultural institutions generally regarded as having 
been part of the broad anti-apartheid movement, began negotiations 
to assist the first officially-authorised American cultural exchanges 
to South Africa in a generation. These included obtaining the rights 
to a play written by the leading African-American playwright, 
August Wilson, and directed by a leading American theatre 
director, to be performed at the Market Theatre and the 
Grahamstown National Arts Festival; a two-week visit to 
Grahamstown and Johannesburg by the National Theatre of the 
Deaf; and a month-long visit to Johannesburg by the internationally 
renowned Dance Theatre of Harlem (DTH). The DTH visit brought 
three South Africans back to their own country, where none of them 
had previously had the chance to perform professionally before. 
This last venture was officially a co-production by the Market and 
the Johannesburg Civic Theatres, the latter newly reopened after 
years of renovation. It was now racially integrated and had a new 
management structure that took cognisance of the need for greater 
representivity in its governing body. When the DTH’s visit was 
officially announced, The Sowetan published the news under the 



banner headline ‘Dancers to Open Civic Theatre — Big Break: 
Famous Harlem Group to Herald End of Cultural Isolation’. It 
reported: 38  

It is now official that the famous Dance Theatre of Harlem is to open 
Johannesburg’s newly renovated Civic Theatre on September 15. This 
was confirmed by the Market Theatre Foundation, the City of 
Johannesburg and Nedbank. This will be the first time an American 
dance company of international repute tours South Africa. The tour 
starts on September 7 and will feature DTH’s community outreach 
programme. This will include arts exposure, lectures and 
demonstrations aimed at educating and developing audience 
participation. Master classes for aspiring South African dancers, 
lectures and workshops on production, wardrobe and repertoire will 
also be held. 

 
In accordance with the new, more open, complex and democratic 
process, the organisers worked hard to elicit broad support from the 
anti-apartheid community and liberation movements. President 
Nelson Mandela, in endorsement of the DTH visit, and echoing the 
logic of the ANC’s cultural policy document, wrote to DTH artistic 
director Arthur Mitchell that the company would: 39  

… serve as an inspiration to our artists, who have struggled to 
maintain their vision and creativity despite brutal apartheid 
oppression … Our great challenge here is to democratise our cultural 
and social institutions, over which the apartheid ideology has sought 
to dominate. The transitional process we are struggling to engender is 
a difficult one, to which your visit will make positive contributions. 

 
The PAC, meanwhile, clothed their agreement to the visit in more 
avowedly liberationist language, noting that40   

The PAC feels that the Harlem Dancer’s visit will not have the intent 
and effect of advancing apartheid and will give appropriate assistance 
to the Market Theatre and other dance formations and to the 
disadvantaged dancers in occupied Azania ... 

 
 
Evaluating the results of the boycotts  
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Proponents of the boycotts have frequently argued that these 
boycotts focused increasing attention and pressure on the apartheid 
state both internationally and internally, and helped lead to its 
demise.41 Despite the obvious appeal of this argument, this position 
remains difficult to measure, and still requires more thorough 
evaluation. Testimony from government decision-makers noting 
how much weight they had given to the intangible costs of the 
boycotts when deciding how much to resist a negotiated settlement 
would provide an obvious measure of the effect of the boycotts. 
However, it is unlikely that such evidence could be obtained. 
Nonetheless, another, more indirect measure is the extent to which 
South African officials sought to circumvent the boycotts. They did 
this by means of support for cultural events arranged with other 
willing regimes, through concerts in the notionally independent 
homelands and — most importantly — through efforts to set up 
international sporting events even when they required sub rosa 
government funding. These supply at least a rough gauge of how 
much the boycotts had begun to hurt.42  
 
Further, it appears that there were also important, unintended 
consequences of the boycotts — and the apartheid regime’s 
concurrent restrictions on many South African artists and 
entertainers. As Zegeye and Kriger have argued, ‘Cultural 
practitioners were actively engaged in a new discourse, pre-
empting, as it were, the contours, policies and practices of culture in 
a post-apartheid society.’43 Moreover, despite the difficulties the 
boycotts created for many South African artists who attempted to 
arrange for performance and exhibition opportunities overseas, 
some of these artists have commented that this relative isolation 
gave them essential space to grow and develop their craft. It 
prevented them from being thrust too early into the glare and the 
quickly-changing currents of world art movements before they had 
consolidated their own styles, content or perspectives.44  
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From the US government’s viewpoint, as early as 1991 American 
embassy officers had begun to envision a South Africa where an end 
to apartheid would lead to new opportunities for self-expression for 
cultural groups. It would also, paradoxically, leave such groups 
with little financial support once ‘under-the-radar’ funding by 
foundations and governments (mostly in Western Europe) began to 
evaporate in the new, more democratic dispensation. This would 
leave cultural groups formally free but organisationally and 
financially unable to participate meaningfully in the new state and 
new culture.  
 
The embassy described this dichotomy specifically in terms of 
nurturing democratic values through the free expression of culture 
and ideas. The proposed solution was the creation of a special fund. 
Embassy comments to Washington on the proposed fund argued, 
‘We … believe that this opportunity represents a once in a 
generation opportunity to encourage democratic principles as an 
entire society undergoes a sea change.’45 While this proposal was 
ultimately not successful in its original form, it represented the 
clearest possible signal from the embassy that culture, education 
and sports represented avenues through which to advance a 
democratic agenda, while supporting a remaking and 
transformation of the South African polity. 
 
 
Final comments 
 
Only a few years ago, treatments like this one would probably have 
been relegated to historical studies of the cultural life of South 
Africa’s apartheid era. However, renewed appreciation by scholars 
and foreign policy professionals of ‘soft power’ and the role of non-
state actors in the international system has made analyses of 
boycotts and their ability to induce policy change both timely and 
relevant to achieving a fuller understanding of the international 
system.  
 
Moreover, the recent past offers a new series of state and non-state 
efforts to effect changes in the behaviour of other states through the 
use of boycotts. These have included calls for academic boycotts 
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against Austria when a neo-Nazi party joined the government, 
initiatives to institute academic and cultural boycotts against Israel 
in response to its policies in the West Bank, and in 2003 a putative 
sports boycott during the Cricket World Cup to bring about changes 
in Zimbabwe’s domestic policies. Accordingly, even without precise 
analytical measurements, international actors must believe boycotts 
have potential utility.  
 
Accordingly, further study of the educational, sports and cultural 
boycotts directed against South Africa, together with comparative 
boycott studies, should be able to contribute to a more thorough 
ability in commentators to analyse the impact, effectiveness and 
approaches of non-state actors involved in asymmetrical 
international struggles. This in turn should help inform policy 
makers about the fullest array of options available to deal with 
conflicts.  
 
It is important, too, to remember that the cultural, sports and 
academic boycotts directed against South Africa took place before 
the advent of the Internet as a major international tool for gathering 
or disseminating ideas, information and advocacy. Over the past 
several years, anti-globalisation protestors have demonstrated the 
power of the Internet by mobilising demonstrators and activists 
around the world, without the need for major office staffs, 
headquarters operations or even a central command centre. The 
mobilisation of protestors over the Iraq crisis in 2003 led to Internet-
generated efforts that ranged from physical demonstrations to 
flooding the computers of government offices with unsolicited junk 
e-mail. Just before the start of the Iraq war, anti-war protestors 
nearly caused total breakdown in the switchboards of the White 
House and US Congress.46 The potential for non-state, citizen-based 
efforts — both nationally and internationally — is obviously 
growing. As The Economist noted: 47  

As the Internet becomes mobile and ubiquitous, it will bring about 
changes of its own. Precisely what these will be is not yet clear, but the 
earliest claims of cyber-dreamers — that the Internet will produce a 
shift of power away from political elites to ordinary citizens — may 
well become reality. 
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[Already] much more political activity is now being channelled 
through single-issue, grassroots organisations and expressed by means 
of ‘protest politics’, such as petitions, demonstrations and consumer 
boycotts. This trend was well established before the Internet, but the 
web’s arrival has accelerated it. The ability to organise, proselytise and 
communicate at low cost has been a huge boost to such groups, be it a 
locally based effort to block an airport expansion or a global 
environmental campaigner such as Greenpeace. 

 
 
(Paper first appeared in a  different form in the recent S.A. Institute of International   
Affairs book, "New Tools for Reform and Stability", SAIIA, Feb. 2004) 



OPPOSING APARTHEID: AN ACADEMIC’S ODYSSEY 1957 TO 1990 
 

Colin Gardner 
 

I intend no irony or rhetoric when I say that, among the papers dealing with aspects of the 
history of the struggle against apartheid, this is one of the distinctly less dramatic and 
more modest ones. As a municipal councillor I work side-by-side with people who 
dedicated large portions of their lives to the struggle, who spent many years in exile or in 
prison, and I am thus constantly reminded of how small the contribution was of people 
like myself. 
 
My paper is going to be autobiographical, not because I wish to draw particular attention 
to myself (I am not a person of any great importance), but because this way of doing 
things allows me both to give some shape to my narrative and to speak about matters that 
I have direct experience of. In some respects, moreover, my story is probably somewhat 
typical. 
 
But why am I offering this paper at all at a Conference of this kind? I am doing so 
because I think it may perhaps be useful to recognise that, as well as the very important 
and by now well-known anti-apartheid work that was being done throughout the country 
and outside the country, there were also areas of quieter activity that are maybe worth 
recording. 
 

* 
 
After taking degrees at the University of Natal in Pietermaritzburg, I spent the years mid-
1955 to mid-57 at a university in England. People there asked why I wanted to return to a 
country which was likely to prove a political and social nightmare, but I had always felt 
that South Africa was where I belonged, that the great South African political problem 
was partly mine; and in August 1957 I took up a lectureship in English at the University 
of South Africa in Pretoria. 
 
I had decided that, if I came back to South Africa, I must devote part of my energies to 
one or two of the movements involved in opposition to apartheid. The battle would have 
to be, for me, on at least two fronts – within the university and outside the university. 
 
In Pretoria I joined the non-racial Liberal Party, Alan Paton’s party, and also participated 
in various Catholic groups (I am a Catholic), but I didn’t feel that I was achieving much. 
And as for Unisa, it was a largely Afrikaner, largely government-supporting university. 
The then small English department succeeded in little more than being defiantly 
unorthodox – saying liberal things and wearing bright shirts while all the others (they 
were almost all men) were wearing long faces and graveyard suits. 
 
In mid-1959 I took up a lectureship at my old University in Maritzburg. The remainder of 
my odyssey took place there, or was based there. 
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* 
 
I had two lives, one within the university and one outside it. Obviously these two lives 
overlapped in all sorts of ways, each influencing the other, and if I were attempting a full 
and scrupulous autobiography I would have to try to record the complex relations 
between them. As this is a mere sketch, and as my main focus will be upon non-
university activities, I shall sweep rapidly though my university involvement. It is a part 
of the whole picture. 
 
I decided early on that if I was going to be an academic – even within the very inadequate 
set-up of a university rendered whites-only by apartheid legislation – I would have to try 
to be a serious academic. This meant that the time that I could devote to extramural 
activities was always to some degree limited. I put a great deal of energy into reading, 
lecturing, discussing, doing research and writing academic papers. I found myself gaining 
promotion, first to senior lecturer, then – in 1971 – to professor, partly (it has to be said) 
because some of my brightest colleagues and friends, hating apartheid and all its works, 
left South Africa in the 1960s. Being a professor meant that I was able to exercise some 
influence within the university. 
 
Let me say a word or two about my academic discipline, English, mainly English 
literature. When I began teaching in Maritzburg in 1959 the syllabus (as at most 
universities in South Africa and elsewhere) consisted almost entirely of British and 
American literature. But as the years went by this changed dramatically. By the late 
seventies and eighties we were teaching a great deal of South African and other African 
literature, and some literature from other parts of the Third World, while continuing to 
teach northern literature. I have to mention that a great deal of the literature from Africa, 
particularly that by black writers, was written after I had started teaching in Maritzburg. 
 
The University of Natal as a whole always had a vaguely liberal feel to it, but in the 
1960s there was not a widespread socio-political awareness among the staff or among the 
students. Among the latter NUSAS was active, which meant that the direction of student 
politics was broadly progressive, and among the staff there were some activists (the most 
notable being Rick Turner, in Durban, who was murdered by the apartheid police in 
1978). But it was only in the mid 1970s that those of us who urged a far more progressive 
overall attitude began to feel that we were succeeding. Gradually the whole institution, 
from the vice-chancellor downwards, began to recognise the direction that the future was 
beginning to take, and by the mid 1980s the University of Natal, like a number of other 
South African universities, had become pretty firmly enlightened. When I went in 1989 
as a member of a delegation of South African academics to visit the ANC in Lusaka, our 
Vice-Chancellor Piet Booysen wished me well and said he was very glad we were going. 
The representative from government-dominated Fort Hare, on the other hand, was told by 
his Rector that if he went he would be sacked. 
 
In the thirty or so years that I was on the staff of the University prior to 1990, staff 
activism worked largely through the University’s Academic Freedom Committee and 
through a succession of lecturers’ and staff associations. Perhaps the finest hour of the 



 3

University’s Joint Academic Staff Association came in 1984 when we affiliated to the 
UDF – much to the annoyance of many of our more conservative or cautious colleagues. 
I think we may have been the only university staff association to make this move. (I had 
the honour of being chairperson at the time.) 
 

* 
 
Enough of the University. Let me talk about a few of the things that were happening in 
South African society during those years 1959 to 1990. 
 
As soon as I got to Maritzburg I joined the local branch of the Liberal Party. 
Pietermaritzburg was by then the home of the LP, the location of its national office. In 
early 1960, there were the pass burnings, and Sharpeville, and the state of emergency. 
Many people were detained throughout the country. Three of these were Maritzburg 
liberals – Peter Brown, one of the co-founders of the Party, Hans Meidner, senior lecturer 
in the University’s Botany department, and Derek Marsh, senior lecturer in my 
department, English. Meidner and Marsh later left the country; Brown stayed put, and 
was in 1964 banned for ten years. 
 
The Liberal Party was an interesting and creative body. It aimed as long ago as the 1950s 
to bring about a South Africa remarkably like the one that we have now – with total 
equality, the rule of law, and all the human rights and freedoms. The Party was non-racial 
from the first, though most of its leadership was white. In Natal, however, the majority of 
its membership was African, as it focused in a special way on the forced removal of what 
the government called “black spots” in remote country districts. On frequent weekends 
some of us would travel out to these areas in order to speak to and encourage the victims 
or the potential victims of the government’s schemes. Telephones were tapped, letters 
were opened – and at every meeting the representatives of the Special Branch were 
present with their tape recorders. After the meetings they followed our cars until we were 
well on our way back to Maritzburg. 
 
The mid-1960s were probably the worst years of apartheid oppression. In every field and 
sector, the apartheid government seemed triumphant. From about 1962 onwards, more 
and more members of the Liberal Party were banned. In the end the number was over 70. 
Then in 1968 the government introduced the extraordinary Improper Interference Act. 
This fiercely racist law proclaimed that people of different ethnic groups could not 
belong to the same political party. At first the LP decided to defy this law, but it learned 
that the government’s response to this would be to prosecute LP members who were not 
white. The LP therefore decided reluctantly to disband. I was by then a member of the 
national executive which made this decision. 
 
The Liberal Party had become illegal, but its ideas had not. The Party’s journal Liberal 
Opinion continued under a new name: Reality: a Journal of Liberal Opinion. It later 
became Reality: a Journal of Liberal and Radical Opinion. It came out every two months 
for 25 years, from 1968 to 1993. Throughout these years I was on the board and 
frequently contributed articles and poems (the latter under a pseudonym).   



 4

 
* 

 
By the time the Liberal Party disappeared from the scene, I had already become involved 
in the local committee of the SA Institute of Race Relations, which was then a more 
proactive body than it later became. 
 
Far more important (from my point of view, and from every point of view), I had also 
become a member and a local discussion-group leader of the Christian Institute, the 
ecumenical, socially-conscious organisation begun in 1963 by Rev Beyers Naude, the 
boldly dissenting Afrikaner dominee who had been unable to stomach his church’s warm 
acceptance of apartheid. 
 
(I may add that in the week in which I wrote these words Beyers Naude died. He was 
widely treated, quite rightly, as a moral and spiritual national hero.) 
  
The Christian Institute (or CI) was a remarkably dynamic body. Led inspiringly by 
Naude, it moved within a few years from being a rather staid constellation of biblical 
discussion groups to becoming a movement actively dedicated to the complete liberation 
of South Africa. In its public pronouncements and its publications it called on all the 
people of South Africa to recognise the injustice and the ungodliness of every aspect of 
the apartheid system. (Needless to say, it made little direct impact on most whites, who 
had been brought up to believe that Christianity and politics had little or nothing to do 
with each other.)  
 
The CI was constantly developing and modifying its thinking and its activities. It grew at 
the same time as the immensely influential black consciousness movement, and it 
adjusted to and incorporated some of the main thrusts of this movement. It started, among 
a number of important initiatives, SPRO-CAS, the Study Project on Christianity in an 
Apartheid Society. This involved a series of workshops attended by influential church 
and professional people, and culminating in significant publications, on such subjects as 
Apartheid and the Church; Law, Justice and Society; Education beyond Apartheid; 
Migrant Labour; Power, Privilege and Poverty; Towards Social Change. These books 
were almost all edited by Peter Randall. 
 
Perhaps I don’t need to say much more about the CI. Its position within the South African 
struggle for justice is well documented, and Beyers Naude’s role has been accepted and 
acclaimed. 
 
I got caught up in all this. In the late 1960s I was elected as a Natal representative on the 
CI national Board of Management (I cannot give exact dates as most CI documents were 
destroyed) and in about 1970 I became chairperson of the Board of Management, a 
position I held for five years. It was a great privilege and a great challenge to be able to 
work side-by-side with Beyers Naude at these quarterly meetings of the Board, held over 
weekends in Johannesburg. At every meeting there were certain recurring items, but there 
was almost always some new initiative, some new threat from the government, some new 
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bold set of insights and strategies. The Board worked harmoniously; it wasn’t a difficult 
body to chair. Beyers was always present, always the central source of inspiration, but 
other important leaders emerged within the CI as well. 
 
The political temperature in South Africa rose throughout the early 1970s. It reached 
boiling point with the Soweto uprising in 1976 and the death of Steve Biko a year later. 
On October 19 1977 eighteen organisations were banned by the government. Seventeen 
of them were BC (black consciousness) organisations. The other one was the CI. Beyers 
and other CI leaders were also banned, for five years. By that time I was still a member of 
the Board of Management but no longer chairperson, but no members of the Board were 
banned. It was the full-time workers that the government went for. 
 

* 
 
So again an organisation that I had been much involved with was wiped out by the 
government. The Liberal Party had lasted 15 years. The CI lasted 14 years. It was a grim 
moment. The government was in a warlike mood. But there was a hint of desperation in it 
all, and the morale of people opposed to apartheid was not too low. Somehow the Soweto 
uprising had changed things, and, looking back now, one can see clearly that 1976 was 
indeed a crucial turning-point. From that moment onwards, the government was in fact 
back-pedalling. 
 
In Pietermaritzburg a group of socially-conscious Christians, many of them ex-CI 
members, decided to carry on locally the work that the CI had begun. Helped by some 
foreign funding, in 1979 we set up PACSA, the Pietermaritzburg Agency for Christian 
Social Awareness. PACSA’s primary aim was to conscientize white Christians, but once 
it had started, under the strong leadership of Peter Kerchhoff, it found itself moving into 
other fields of Christian social and intellectual work. In the late 1980s and the early 90s – 
when the government sought desperately to repress what it could feel was the rising tide 
of black aspirations and when, using Inkatha as its agent, it fomented something of a civil 
war in Natal – the PACSA offices became a place of refuge for people suffering from 
police brutality and from violence and intimidation of every kind. In 1986 Peter 
Kerchhoff spent weeks in police detention; the police insisted that he was a dangerous 
person as they could not believe that a person’s Christian convictions could possibly lead 
him to want to help his fellow human beings. 
 
PACSA is still alive and well, its direction and commitments having changed yet again in 
the post-apartheid era. There are, as we all know, still many urgent religious, social and 
economic problems to be tackled. 
 

* 
 
At the same time, other things were happening. Over the years, as a Catholic, I 
participated in various specifically Catholic initiatives, the most notable being the Justice 
and Peace Commission. I would like at this point to pay tribute to Archbishop Denis 
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Hurley, who died earlier this year. Throughout my life he has been an inspiration, a 
beacon of hope, a pointer in the direction of justice, reconciliation and love. 
 
In the late 1970s I became a member and later the leader of the local Detainees’ Support 
Committee. Such committees, aimed at providing support particularly to the wives of 
detainees, started up throughout the country, in response to the government’s resorting 
more and more frequently to detention without trial. I was also a member of the separate 
local Dependants’ Conference group: this offered support to the families of political 
prisoners, most of them on Robben Island. 
 
In 1983, the UDF, the United Democratic Front, was launched. This bit of history is well 
known. The UDF came into existence officially to combat the bogus new constitution 
that the government was offering to white, Coloured and Indian voters, but it rapidly 
became a new non-racial social and political grouping, a body of people determined to 
bring about change. 
 
I have already mentioned the fact that the University of Natal Joint Staff Association 
decided to affiliate to the UDF. So did PACSA; so did the Detainees’ Support 
Committees. I found myself in the UDF on several different tickets, and I later became 
the Vice-Chairperson of the Natal Midlands region of the UDF. In 1986 the UDF was 
banned, but it carried on in a clandestine fashion. The local committee used to meet in my 
room at the University; we calculated, correctly, that the police would hesitate to raid the 
campus. Meanwhile the local committee of COSATU, also banned, met in the basement 
room where we used to hold English Honours classes. 
 
By the late 1980s there was a ferment of thought and activities. New groups were starting 
up all the time. At the universities, to switch back to the academic for a moment, all the 
staff associations or other university groupings came together to form UDUSA, the 
Union of Democratic University Staff Associations. This was a body firmly committed to 
a new South Africa. It was this body that made the trip to Lusaka to visit the ANC that I 
mentioned earlier. 
 
We were all beginning to get ready for the inevitable change. But in the end, in late 1989 
and early 1990, it came rather more quickly than any of us had dared to hope. 

 
* 

 
In one sense, 1990 was not the end of the narrative but the beginning. So much has 
happened since then. I joined the ANC. I also became a member of an ANC think-tank, 
the CPS, the Committee for Policy Studies. With that I paid another visit to Lusaka. The 
UDF transformed itself to become a part of the ANC. But all that is another story. 
 
Let me conclude by saying, again, that I have told this tale, not to draw attention to 
myself, but as a personal and immediate way of recording a perhaps minor part of the 
history of the struggle which seems to be worth remembering. 

*** 
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