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CHAPTER 7 

Apartheid in Crisis, 

1978-1989 

By 1978, the apartheid state was in trouble. South Africa's 
economic boom of the r96os and early 1970s had been fol
lowed by a sharp recession. The administration of the complex 
network of apartheid laws was proving to be extremelv costly. 

\ . .lnflk~ion wls running at over ro percent. The incre~e in the 
! gross· domestic product was scarcely keeping up with the in
crease in the population, and many white people were becom
ing poorer. There was also a shortage of the skilled labor 
needed to run private in.dustry and the bureaucracy. That short
age was accentuated by1the fact that in 1977, for the first time, 
there was a net white emigration from South Africa-largely 
of professionals and men and women with much-needed 
managerial and industrial experience. Moreover, the black 
population was increasing at a far greater rate than the white 
population and demographers were forecasting a rapid decline 
in the white proportion of the total population of South Africa. 
It had already dropped from its peak of 21 percent to 16 
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percent and was expected to fall to IO percent early in the twenty-first 
century. 1 

In other respects, too, the illusions of the \erwoerd era were shattered. 
The "decolonization" process, which Verwoerd had intended to assuage 
foreign criticism and provide Africans with the means to "develop along 
th~ir _o~p lipes in their own _area~" had failed on both counts. No foreign 
government recognized the independen..:e or_rhe Transkei or Bophuchars, 
wana, which the government had declared robe independent states in 1976 
and 1977, and the economic integration of the entire country was not 
arrested. The client rulers of the Homelands were becoming an embarrass

ment. Utterly dependent on P~~~Qria for rnb~idies. e!1Q prm~qiQ~2 111Qg qf 
them were corrupt, inefficie-~t, and authoritarian. Their territories were 
decaying and their inhabirants~~~e-str~ggljng ~o ~urvive by sending family 
members out to work in the white cities and on the white farms. As 

.. -
workers and consumers;?bfa.ck ··ea · were ve o 1 

litical muscle in the heart of "white" South . .\frica, and their children had 
come to loathe the regime and tts institutions. Young Indians and Colo
ureds as well as Africans regarded the regime as illt:!gi!i!Jlc!te, They were nor 
deferential toward Whites; they were deH;;·~ . .i -

The South African government also faced a transformed world order. 
Instead of being at the southern end of a continent controlled by Euro
peans, in a·world dominated by Europeans and North Americans, South 
Africa had become an isolated anomaly. Except for Rhodesia and Nami
bia, its neighbors were no longer European colonies but black states. The 
white minority in Rhodesia was losing its war against African guerrillas. 
The United Nations had declared South Africa's control of Namibia illegal 
and in 1978 devised a program to liberate rhat territory. 3 

In 1977 the United Nations had passed a mandatory embargo on the 
sale of arms to South Africa. By 1978 the ciYil rights movement had made 
significant gains in the United States and racist opinions were no longer 
acceptable in American politics. Racial discrimination had been eliminated 
from American law and, to a considerable extent, from American practice, 
and black American activists were beginning to espouse the cause of black 
South African!;.4 

Indeed, whereas the structure of South African society had been com
patible with the structure of the societies in tropical Africa, the Caribbean, 
much of Asia, and the United States before World War II, that was no 
longer the case. Since 1948, systematic racism had become the bedrock of 

I 
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South Africa's law and practice. The ways had parted between South Africa 

and the rest of the world. 5 

In those circumstances, Afrikaners were divided as co what should be 
done. Afrikaner solidarity, which had been the key to the electoral suc
cesses of the National parry in the 1960s, was collapsing. Ironically, eco
nomic success was eroding the Afrikaner nationalist movement. Whereas 
in the previous decade the overwhelming majority of Afrikaners had placed 
ethnic above class interests, by the late 1970s Afrikaner class divisions had 
become more marked and more potent. Eighty-eight percent of Afrikaners 
w~r~ urban, 70 percent of those in whi~colla~1~Es.--Pro-sper~~s -profes
;ionals, bu~inesspeople, and absentee landowners had replaced the old 
rur~l and ,;ultural elites in ~ontrol of the National parry and the Broeder
bond. They talked about reforming apartheid by making carefully crafted 
changes to appease foreign and domestic critics and at the same time to 
strengthen white supremacy by creating further divisions among the sub
ject peoples. But they were encountering opposition i.-om Afrikaners on 

both flanks. 6 

On the right, Afrikaner Uf:,Qan workers and marginal farmers who relied 
on aoartheid's defenses agai~st black competi~jg]J and the numerous bu
rea~~rats who lived by administering th~ apa~theid laws feared the conse
quences of extending effec~ive political rights to Blacks. They were deter
mined to preserve rhe Verwoerdian system with the urrnosr rigor. On the 
left, some Afrikaner clergy and intellectuals-the ve~· class that had pro
duced the apartheid ideology in the first place-and several Afrikaner 
business leaders were beginning to realize that apartheid was both immoral , 
and inexpedient and were starting to strive for subsra~~i~l ~hanges. · · · ·· 

In 197 8, the National party itself was tainted by scandal. It was revealed 

that members of the government had mis~PEE9Pria.red P.~~!i<.c_fanfl~ 
intended for secret propaganda purposes.-"fhe taint e.,te~cled to senior. 

cabinet ministers and even to Prime Minister John \'orster, who had suc
ceeded Verwoerd in 1966. On September 28, Vorster resigned and the 
parliamentary members of the party elected Pieter Willem Botha as their 

leader and hence as Vorster's successor. 7 

Botha, who was born in 19 r 6, was intelligent, determined, hot-tem
pered, and domineering. A politician through and through, he was a Na
tional parry organizer at the age of twenty, a member of the Sauer commis
sion that provided the party with its racial agenda in 1946, and a member 
of Parliament for George, an eastern Cape constiruency, since the Na-
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rionalist triumph in 1948. As minisrer of defense since 1966, he had built 
the South African army into the most formidable military machine in 
Africa. He claimed that the international community was waging a "total 
onslaught" against South Africa and gave the military a major say in the 
government. The State Security Council, which had been created in 1972, 
had rarely met under Vorster. Under Botha, it became more powerful than 
the cabinet. Botha chaired the council, which included the minister of 
defense (Gen. !vlagnus Malan, the former head of the Defence Force), five 
orher cabinet officers, and the heads of the Defence Force, the police, and 
the intelligence services. 8 

Reforming Apartheid 

The policy oi rhe Botha administration was a complex attempt to adapt 
to changing circumstances without sacrificing Afrikaner power. It in
cluded efforts to neutralize South Africa's neighbors, to scrap apartheid 
symbols and practices that were not essential to the maintenance of white 
supremacy, to draw English-speaking citizens into the parry, to win the 
cooperation of big business, to intensify the ethnic and class cleavages 
among the subject peoples, and to suppress domestic dissidents. 

The government's domestic reforms resulted from investigations made 
by special commissions of inquiry and by the President's Council-a sixry
one-member body appointed by the president with a large white majority 
and a few Coloureds and Indians but no Africans. The first significant 
chilnJle con,-erne,i lahor rrLitions .rn.i w.1~ .1 rcsp,1nsc:> hc,th 1t1 the ra~h of 
industrial strikes that had occurred since 197 3 and to the need of manufac
turing industry for settled and compliant labor. By 1979, there were 
twenty-seven-illegal-democrarically organized African trtde unions, 
wii:h African working-class leaders and significant support from key white 
activists. A commission chaired by Professor N. Wiehahn recommended 
that African workers be brought under control by legislation. Job reserva
tion should be abolished, all trade unions (including African) should regis
ter, and each union should be free to prescribe membership qualifications 
as it saw fit. During 1979, Parliament passed the proposed legislation. 
Unions were to apply for registration, and all registered unions were to 
have access to the industrial court and the right to strike after a thirty-day 
notification period. In the same year, Parliament passed further legislation 
as a result of the recommendations of a commission chaired by Dr. P. J. 
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Riekert, making it a criminal offense, subject to a large fine, for employers 

to hire Africans who did not 12ossess r~~iQ<;!1tial :isht~ \!:!. the ~i~i.:~! 
By 1986, African trade unions had a du~s-payi~g membership of over a 

million, spread between two national federations: the Congress of So~th 
African Trade Unions ( cosATU) and the Council of Unions of South Afnca
Azanian Confederation of Trade Unions (cusA-AZACTU), which was im

bued with a black consciousness philosophy. Besides their demands for 
wage increases, which met with considerable success, these unions gave 
Africans experience in democratic organization and became sources of 
worker power. The government's intention ro control the African trade 
unions by legalizing them had backfired. By_ 1986, both federations were 
politically militant. African :gnions.had -- become a Ce!}tral fo~c~ .!I! .the; 
struoole for power in 'S~Africa.10 

00 
The next major change was constitutional. Following prolonged debates 

in rhe President's Council and the all-white Parliament, and a two-to-one 
majority in a referendum of white voters, a new constitution came into 
force in 1984. The new Parliament consisted of three @iraci~! c~ambers: a 
House of Assen;ibly, compri~ing 178 white people elected by Whites; a 
J:Iouse of Representat_ives ofif5 Co)?ureds elected b~:S()loureds;_ ~~d_a 
Ho~se of Deleg~tes of 4 5 Indians elected_ by _Iji~iaris. Accordin~lr!, ""?.fn 
joi~t sessions· were held Whites held a distinct majority. A mult1rac1al 
cabinet drawn from the three chambers became responsible for "general 
affairs," such as taxation, foreisn affairs1 _d<:t~!l:~e, state security, law and 
order, commerce and indust~y, and African affairs. Uniracial ministers' 
.:-oun.:-ils became responsible for "own affairs," such as education, health, 
and local government. The State President, elected by a college of 50 White, 
25 Coloured, and 13 Indian members of Parliament, appointed the mem-

: bers of the cabinet and the ministers' councils. He could dissolve Parlia
ment at any time. He was empowered to decide w}j_0_w~~~ "g~~~~a.l" a.I!d, 

! )vhich were. "owrr" .!1ffofr?,. and he was responsible for "the control and 
, ad~i~istration of black [that is, African] affairs." 11 

·- For the first time, the Nationalist government had addressed the ques
tion of power by including Blacks in the political process. But the new 
constitution was inadequate on three counts.] First, the primary official 
groupings of South Africans continued to be racial. Second, Whites con
tinued to be dominant under the new constitution, since they could always 
ourvote the Coloureds and Indians on important questions. Third, the 
Africans-7 5 percent of the population of South Africa (including the 

-
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Homelands)-had no say in the new dispensation. The ocher significant 
feature of the new constitution was that it introduced a strong presidential 
system in place of the previous Westminster model of cabinet government. 

Duly elected state president, P. W. Botha appointed a cabinet in which 
members of his National parry were in charge of all the departments 
responsible for "general affairs." The cabinet included one Coloured and 
one Indian member, bur neither had a departmental portfolio. This cum
bersome arrangement did not succeed in winning the hearts or minds of 
most Coloured and Indian people, who showed their discontent by refrain
ing from participating. Only 61 percent of the Coloured adults and 5? 
percent of the Indian adults bothered to register, and only 30 percent of 
registered Coloureds and 20 percenc of registered Indians voted in the 
election. 12 The new constiturion, morem·er, accentuated the alienation of 
the African population from the regime, and it compounded the costs and 
the confusion of government by adding still more departments of educa
tion, health, and welfare to those already existing in South Africa and its 
ten Homelands. 

The government also made a fresh efion to deal with the problem of 
African urbanization. By the early 1980s, it recognized that some Africans, 
referred to as "urban insiders," were legally entitled to live permanently in 
the metropolitan areas, but it was srill trying to apply the pass laws to 
prevent Africans domiciled in the Homelands from coming to the cities 
except as migrant workers on temporary contracts. In 1984, for example, 
officials arrested 238,894 Africans for pass law offenses. Even so, they were 
unable to stem the tide. The reason was obvious. The Homelands could not 
sustain their populations. For their inhabitants, it was a matter of survival. 
As one African worker said, "The countryside is pushing you intQ the cities 
to survive; the cities are pushing you in the countryside to die." 13 

In 1986, accepting this reality, the gowrnment repealed no fewer than 
thirty-four legislative enactments that had constituted the pass laws. It 
announced a policy of "orderly urbanization." It still hoped-v~inly, as it 
proved-that orderly urbanization would be promoted by the Natives 
Land Act (1913) and the Group Areas . .\ct (1950) and its amendments, 
which confined Africans to specific zones in towns by the lack of housing 
and other amenities in those zones and by the ceiling on urban em
ployment. The concession applied, moreover, only to Africans who were 
South African citizens. Citizens of the ••independent Homelands," which 
by then included Venda and the Ciskei, as well as the Transkei and Bophu-
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tharswana, were regarded as aliens in Sourh Africa, and employers were 
nor to hire them without special official permission. 14 

The government had also come to realize that the geographical frame
work of the Verwoerd era did not correspond with economic realities. It 
planned to create new institutions, curring across the Homeland bound
aries, by dividing South Africa into four metropolitan regions {the 
Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging triangle, Port Elizabeth, Durban
Pinetown, and Cape Town) and four development regions centered on such 
cities as Bloemfontein. The regional institutions would parallel the institu
tions at the national level, except that Africans were to be included. Each 
region was to have a multiracial Regional Services Council for general 
affairs and uniracial councils for own affairs. The government also replaced 
the provincial councils with executive committees responsible for general 
aiiairs. Although·Africans were to be included in these new bodies, how
e\·er the councils would be undemocratic: their members would be ap-

' 
pointed by the government or indirectly elected. 15 

By June 1986, the governme~t had also eliminated some segregation 
laws. It had repealed the bans on multiracial political parties and inter
racial sex and marriage. It had stopped reserving by law particular catego
ries of jobs for white workers: It had opened up the business centers in the 
cities to black traders. It had desegregated some classes of hotels, restau
rants, trains, buses, and public facilities and had permitted sports contests 
ro take place between teams of different races. It \Vas also turning a blind 
eye to black occupation of apartments and houses in parts of Johannesburg 
and Cape Town that were ZQned under the Group Areas Act for exclusive 
\\·hire occupation. Year after ·y(ar, the government had also increased the 
funds for black education. During the early 1980s, moreover, industry had 
raised the level of black wages (although by 1986 black real wages had 
stabilized as a result of inflation), From time to time, government 
spokespeople had also made a numbe~ qf reassuring statements for African 
consumption. On one occasion, Botha himself said that South Africa had 
outgrown apartheid and that Africans wo1.1ld be incorporated into the 
decision-making process at the national level.•!> 

The reform process had distinct limits. School education remained 
strictly segregated, and in 1986 the government was still spending more 
than seven times as much to educate a white child as to educate an African 
child, 17 and similar disparities remained in health and welfare services. 
Although some black people in the townships were well-to-do, the vast 
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majority of Blacks were poor, and several million (3.5 million by one 
estimate) were unemployed and destitute. The Land Act and the Group 
Areas Act still excluded Africans from land ownership outside the Home
lands and the African townships. ~loreover, in spite of assurances to the 
contrary, the government was continuing to remove African communities 
from their homes. It was also destroying squatter camps that Africans had 
formed on the outskirts of Cape Town and Port Elizabeth. 18 The army as 
well as the police was being used ro control the townships. Thousands of 
people were being detained in solitary confinement, without being brought 
to trial and without the knowledge of their families, friends, or lawyers. In 
addition, in spite of much vague official talk about including Africans in 
national decision-making, President Botha and his colleagues were ada
mant about retaining the racial structure of government institutions and 
rejected any suggestion that Africans should participate equally with 
Whites. 

Domestic Resistance, r978-r986 

Whereas in 1960 and 1961 the government had successfully reimposed 
its version of law and order for the next decade and more by arresting 
dissidents and banning their organizations, similar actions in 1976 and 
r 977 failed to have the same effect. Black resistance soon became more 
formidable than before. After the Soweto uprising, a protest culture per
vaded the black population of South Africa. Students and workers, chil
dren and adults, men and women, the educated and the uneducated be
came involved in efforrs to liberate the country from apartheid. Poets, 
novelists, dramatists, photographers, and painters conveyed the resistance 
message to vast audiences. A new journal, Staffrider, published much of 
their work. Children scrawled anti apartheid graffiti on walls. Crowds wore 
the A."IC colors and sang ANC songs at funerals. Indeed, with relatively few 
exceptions, the government failed to drive wedges between urban "insid
ers" and "outsiders," or between middle-class and proletarian Blacks, or 
between Africans and Coloureds and Asians; nor did it deter an increasing 
number of young Whites from identifying with the resistance.19 

In August 19 8 3, a thousand delegates of all races, representing 5 7 5 
organizations-trade unions, sporting bodies, community groups, and 
women's and youth organizations-founded the United Democratic Front 
(UDF) to coordinate internal opposition to apartheid. The conference de
clared that it aimed to create a united democratic South Africa, free of 

d""! ,., ~ ., :~-:£., 
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Homelands and group areas and based on the will of the people. It pro
vided continuity by endorsing the Freedom Charrer and including promi
nent former-ANC members as participants. It recognized the need for "uni
ty in struggle through which all democrats, regardless of race, religion or 
colour shall take part together."20 

During the next three years, there was vigorous resistance to the apar
theid regime in every city and nearly every Homeland in the country. In 
1983 and 1984, workers domiciled in the Ciskei boycotted the commuter 
buses that carried them to East London. Bus companies were boycotted 
when they tried to increase fares on the Witwatersrand. The Coloured and 
Asian elections of 19 84 were marked by widespread violence. In the 
Pretoria-Witwatersrand-Vereeniging triangle, bloody demonstrations en
sued when the African councils that the government had established in
creased rents, which formed their principal source of revenue. By year's 
end, official statistics reported 17 5 people killed in such incidents, includ
ing four black councillors killed by enraged crowds. There was also an 
unprecedented number of strikes, including a major strike by black miners. 
lvforeover, the government neported fifty-eight incidents of sabotage 
against state departments, petrol depots, power installations, and railroad 
lines, and twenty-six attach on police.21 

The year 19 8 5 was still more disturbed. School boycotts and bus boy
cotts often led to violence. There were worker stayaways, clashes between 
township residents and security forces, and attacks on black police and 
councillors. Rural disturbances included resistance to a government deci
sion to transfer an African community from the Bophuthatswana Home
land to the KwaNdebele Homeland for political purposes. The number of 
recorded insurgency attacks rose to r 3 6, the recorded death toll in political 
violence to 879. There were also 390 strikes involving 240,000 workers. 
The protests continued into 1986. By that time, the formal machinery of 
local government had broken down in parts of the black townships. Fear
ing for their lives, many black councillors had resigned and informal 
groups had assumed control.22 

There was also a great deal of violence among black South Africans. 
Circumstances varied from place to place. In some locations, rival gangs, 
brutalized by the conditions in which they lived and only loosely associ
ated with the national political struggle, fought for mastery. In others, 
government officials cultivated and gave surreptitious assistance to vig
ilante mobs, as in the destruction of the Crossroads settlement near Cape 
Town.23 

1. 
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Organizations affiliated wirh the UDF commanded the allegiance of 
most political activists, including people who had formerly been inspired 
by the Black Consciousness movement. Some, however, disagreed with the 
IJDF's inclusive policy and adhered to the original Black Consciousness line 
that Whites could not be trusred to cooperate with Africans. They were in a 
distinct minority. More significant was lnkatha, a movement founded in 
1928 and led by Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi, head of the KwaZulu ad
ministration, since 1975. Burhelezi claimed that Inkatha was a national 
liberation movement, and initially he seemed to reach an accommodation 
with the black nationalists. But it soon became clear that Inkatha was an 
ethnic movement. It drew on the Zulu military tradition, derived its main 
support among rural Zulu, and was divisive in the black resistance ro 
apartheid. In parts of Natal and KwaZulu, lnkatha gangs and supporters 
of the UDF had violent confromations. Buthelezi was tolerated by the South 
African government and was popular in conservative circles overseas, since 
he opposed sanctions and spoke out strongly in favor of the capitalist 
system. The UDF was more heterogeneous and included·people who were 
for as well as against sanctions, and socialists as well as capitalists. 24 

The government claimed rhat the UDF was a surrogate for the banned 
ANC. Although that was an exaggeration, the ANC acquired great prestige 
during the 1980s. The UDF respected its policies, as embodied in the Free
dom Charter, and most UDF supporters treated the ANC as the prospective 
government of South Africa and the imprisoned Nelson Mandela as.their 
prospective president. 

South Africa's Foreign Relations, I978-I986 

The Botha government used South Africa's economic superiority to 
dominate the neighboring countries and prevent them from providing 
sanctuary for militant refugees. South Africa's economic leverage over the 
region was formidable (map 9). The South African Customs Union inte
grated Lesotho, Botswana, and Swaziland inro the South African economy. 
The giant Anglo American Corporation of South Africa and its subsidi
aries had substantial interesrs in Botswana, Zimbabwe, and Zambia, as 
well as Namibia. South African railroads and ports dominated commodity 
transport throughout the region. South Africa controlled the supply of oil 
and electricity to its neighbors. South Africa also employed 280,000 mi
grant workers from other countries in the region in 1984, and miners' 
remittances to them amounred ro R 538 million in 1983. In 1980, in an 
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effort to reduce their dependence on South Africa, Angola, Botswana, 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zim
babwe founded a Southern African Development Coordination Con
ference, but they were unable to make substantial progress toward their 
goaJ.25 

South Africa also used its military superiority to restrain neighboring 
governments from pursuing antiapartheid policies. Between 1981 and 
198 3, South African commandos raided or carried out undercover opera-
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tions against every one of its neighbors. In addition, the South African 
armed forces continued to occupy Namibia, and South Africa intervened 
substantially in both of the former Portuguese territories. It cooperated 
with the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), 

which was also supplied with arms by the Unired States, in its civil war 
against the government of Angola; and it prm·ided arms and financial and 
technical assistance to the Mozambique National Resistance (M.N.R. or 
RENAMO), a motley collection of e.x-Porruguese colonials and local chiefs 
and peasants who were wreaking widespread havoc in 1v1ozambique. So 
destructive was this activity that in 1984, in the Nkomati Accord (an 
agreement signed on the banks of the Koma ti River), Mozambique under
took not to assist the ANC, while South Africa promised to stop aiding 
RENAMO. In the same year, South Africa promised to remove its troops 
from Angola. But South Africa did not honor those commitments; it con
tinued to aid both UNITA and RENA1v10.26 

The Botha government was fortunate in the shifts in domestic politics in 
London and Washington. Margaret Thatcher became prime minister of 
Britain in 1979, and although her government then presided over the 
negotiations that led to the transfer of power in Zimbabwe, she was ada
mantly opposed to sanctions against South Africa. In ensuing years, 
Thatcher rejected demands by other members of the Commonwealth that 
Britain should join them in taking strong economic measures against 
apartheid. The Reagan· administration, too, opposed sanctions and ig
nored the increasingly popular antiaparrheid lobby in the United States. 
Chester Crocker, Ronald Reagan's able assistant secretary of state for Af
rican affairs, devoted most of his time and energy to a prolonged diplo
matic effort to remove Cuban troops from Angola in exchange for imple
mentation of the U.N. plan for the liberation of Namibia from South 
African control. Accepting the premise of National Security Study Memo
randum 39, that the only way for meaningful change to come about in 
South Africa was through the Whites, he formulated a policy of "construc
tive engagement" toward South Africa, which amounted to encouraging 
the South African government to reform apartheid and refraining from 
making contacts with antiapartheid organizations, such as the ANc.27 

Nevertheless, by 1986 foreign countries were beginning to exert sub
stantial pressure on the South African government. As violence erupted in 
South African townships night after night, millions of television sets in tens 
of countries showed South African police and soldiers beating and shoot
ing unarmed Blacks. The government stopped journalists from reporting 
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such incidents in November 198 5, but by then South Africa had become a 
major focus of public attention. 

Margaret Thatcher tried hard to prevent Britain and the Common
wealth countries from taking joint measures against apartheid. Early in 
1986, however, seven senior Commonwealth politicians, led by Malcolm 
Fraser, a former prime minister of Australia, and Gen. Olusegun Obasanjo, 
a former head of the Nigerian government, visited South Africa. The other 
members were from Barbados, Britain, Canada, India, and Tanzania. A 
Commonwealth conference had instructed them "to promote ... a politi
cal dialogue aimed ac replacing apartheid by popular government." After 
meeting a wide range of South Africans, from President Botha to Nelson 
Mandela, on Ma;ch 1 3 they made a proposal to the South African govern
ment. The government should remove the military from the townships, 
provide for freedom of assembly and discussion, suspend detention with
out trial, release Mandela and other political prisoners and detainees, 
unban the ANC and the PAC, and permit normal political activity; for its 
part, the ANC should enter into negotiations with the government and 
suspend violence, which Mandela had agreed to do. On May 19, 1986, the 
mission came to an abrupt end. @n that day South African forces attacked 
alleged ANC bases in Zimbabwe, Bots~ana, and Zambia-all Common
wealth members. The Commohwealth group then left South Africa and 
issued a report deploring the conditions in the country, condemning the 
government, and predicting full-fledged guerrilla warfare unless the cycle 
of violence was broken.28 

In the United States, meanwhile, antiapartheid protests had developed a 
powerful momentum. Randall Robinson, the executive director of Trans
Africa, a black lobbying organization, built a coalition of clergy, students, 
trade unionists, and civil rights leaders. In the two years since November 
1984, six thousand Americans, including eighteen members of Congress, 
had been arrested while picketing the South African embassy and consu
lates. Many state and city governments and universities sold their invest
ments in companies that did business in South Africa, and American com
panies themselves began to withdraw from their South African enter
prises-forty in 198 5, another fifty in 1986. In July 198 5, Chase Manhat
tan bank created a financial crisis in South Africa when it refused to roll 
over its short-term loans and other banks followed suit. 

The question of punitive economic sanctions against South Africa was 
hotly debated throughout the United States. Opponents of sanctions ar
gued that economic progress would eventually erode apartheid, that sane- ) 
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tions would hurt Blacks more than Whites, and that Botha's reform policy 
was moving South Africa in the right direction. Supporters of sanctions 
replied that segregation and apartheid had developed in a century of eco
nomic growth, that many black South Africans supported sanctions, and 
that Botha was unrelenting in his refusal to give Africans an effective say in 
the political system.29 

Accepting Pretoria's propaganda at face value, President Reagan re
mained ill-informed about the situation in South Africa and prejudiced in 
favor of the white population. South Africa, he said in 1985, has "elimi
nated the segregation we once had in our own country."30 By September 
1985, however, American public opinion was so aroused that, to preempt 
more vigorous action by Congress, Reagan issued an executive order im
posing limited sanctions against South Africa. But the momentum grew. In 
October 1986, Congress passed the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act 
over the president's veto, banning new investments and bank loans, ending 
South African air links with the United States, prohibiting a range of South 
African imports, and threatening to cut off military aid· to allies suspected 
of breaching the international arms embargo against South Africa. 

In South Africa, meanwhile, the government's reforms, combined with 
widespread black resistance, evoked a political backlash among white 
bureaucrats who lived by administering apartheid, semiskilled workers 
threatened by black competition, and ideologues steeped in racist sim
plicities. The Conservative party, led by Andries Treurnicht, a former cabi
net minister, was cutting into the government's majorities in by-elections 
on a platform of strict Verwoerdian apartheid. Still further to the right was 
the Herstigte Nasionale party (Reestablished National party), and beyond 
that, the Afrikaner Weersrand Beweging (Afrikaner Resistance Move
ment), an extraparliamentary group, used swastika-like symbols and 
broke up government meetings. 31 ' 

The government's problems were compounded by a deteriorating eco
nomic situation, engendered in large part by the political uncertainty and 
the withdrawal of foreign investment. The annual rate of inflation rose 
from 11 percent in 1983 to 13.25 percent in 1984, 16.2 percent in 1985, 
and 18.6 percent in 1986. Real growth per capita declined in 1985 and 
1986. Unemployment was rising continuously.32 

In those circumstances, National party members were tugging the gov
ernment in different directions. Doves wanted to keep trying to appease the 
West. Hawks prevailed on May 19, 1986, when the military raids on 
neighboring states ended negotiations with the Commonwealth group. 
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Thereafter, the reform program ground to a halt. Botha himself real'.zed 
that foreigners would never be satisfied unless South Africa entered mto 
negotiations with the ANC and moved toward a democr~tic syste~ that 
would end in black rule. Even if he had wished to do that, 1t was pohucally 

impossible. 
Between July 20, 1985, and .March 7, 1986, the government applied _a 

state of emergency in many parrs of the country. On June 12, 1986, It 

proclaimed what became an indefinite, nationwide state of emergency _and 
arrested hundreds of antiapartheid activists. The emergency regulations 
gave every police officer broad powers of arrest, detention, and interroga
tion without a warrant; they empowered the police commissioner to ban 
any 'meeting; and they prohibited all coverage of unrest by television and 
radio reporters and severely curtailed newspaper coverage. The govern

ment had resorted to legalized tyranny.33 

The State of Emergency, 1986-1989 

' In proclaiming the state of emergency, the Botha government's primary 
objective was to reestablish.-<ontrpl over the republic, especially over the 
African townships:.The go~ernment also continued to pursue two other 
goals: the durable pacification of South Africa and hegemony over South 
Africa's neighbors. But none of those goals was fully attainable; moreover, 
they were mutually incompatible. First, the use of emergency powers in the 
search for domestic control reduced the manifestations of resistance but 
did not remove its underlying causes. Second, the government's reform 
program created a backlash within the white electorate but stop~ed sho_rr 
of giving Africans-the majority of the population-a substantial say m 
government, which alone would have achieved durable pacification. Third, 
the employment of emergency powers at home and the use of South Afric~'s 
economic and military strength to overawe its neighbors provoked m
creased economic pressures from the industrialized countries, with serious 

consequences for the national economy. 
To reestablish control of the black population, the government resorted 

to bannings, arrests, detentions, and treason trials. Police interrogators 
tortured victims, and unidentified persons who were widely believed to be 
members of the security police assassinated antiapartheid activists inside 
and outside South Africa. The South African Defence Force said that South 
Africa was in a state of war and deployed 5 ,ooo to 8 ,ooo soldiers in the 
townships to augment the police. On February 12, 1987, Adriaan Vlok, 
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minister of law and order, admitted that 1 3, 3 oo people, a high proportion 
of whom were children, had been detained under the emergency regula
tions; unofficial estimates ran as high as 29,000. On March 2, 1987, Vlok 
said that 4 3 people had died in police custody and that 26 3 people de
tained since the beginning of the state of emergency had been hospitalized. 
In 1988, a study by doctors of the National Medical and Dental Associa
tion revealed that about 78 percent of a test group of 131 detainees had 
been mentally abused through interrogation, threats, or humiliation. Dur
ing that year the government banned more than thirty organizations, in
cluding the UDF and AZAPO, and severely curtailed the activities of COSATU, 

the largest and most militant black trade union federation.34 

These events were largely unreported since the emergency regulations 
included draconian restrictions on the communications media, prohibit
ing press, radio, and television journalists from recording or transmitting 
information about detainees, disrurbances, or actions by the security 
forces. 35 In 1987, however, the International Commission of Jurists sent 
four Western European lawyers to South Africa. In May 1988, they re
ported that 

an undemocratic government has extended the executive power of the state so 
as to undermine the rule of law and destroy basic human rights .... We have 
found that the government has allowed intimidation of suspects and accused 
persons, and interference with legal processes by the security forces ... to 

rake place on a large scale and in a variety of ways .... We stress particularly 
the widespread use of torture and violence, even against children, which is 
habitually denied by the government and thus goes unpunished, though 
plain! y illegaJ.36 

South African forces also continued to invade neighboring countries. 
According to a report by a British Commonwealth committee, South Af
rica's destabilizing tactics between 1980 and 1989 led 1) the 'deaths of one 
million people, made a further three million homeless, and caused $ 3 5 
billion worth of damage to the economies of neighboring states. This 
included raids into every one of its neighbors, massive support for RENA.MO 

in Mozambique in spite of Bocha's promise to the contrary, large-scale 
military invasions of Angola, and continued military occupation of Nami
bia. In February 1988, moreover, a South African force intervened to 
thwart a coup against the government of the "independent" homeland of 
Bophuthatswana.37 

From time to time, President Botha and his colleagues made vague 
promises of domestic reform. In August 1988, Chris Heunis, minister of 

APARTHEID IN CRISIS 

constitutional development and planning, declared that "the road of re
form we have chosen is irreversible." In the same month, a government 
spokesman said that equal political rights for all was the ultimate.aim of 
government planning.38 On the vital question of political empowerment, 
however, the best the government could offer Africans was thirty out of 
fifty-nine seats in a National Council that would have merely advisory 
powers. Twelve of those African seats, moreover, were to have been held by 
representatives of the nonindependent homeland governments, and the 
other eighteen seats were to have been occupied by Africans elected indi
rectly by the councillors who succeeded in the township elections in Oc
tober 1988. African nationalist leaders and several homeland leaders 
promptly condemned the proposal. No Black of "caliber or representa
tiveness" would sit on the National Council, said Chief Mangosuthu 
Buthelezi of KwaZulu. That idea, like its predecessors, was stillborn.39 

Botha and his colleagues, thinking in racial categories, could not con
template giving Africans an effective say in national politics because they 
feared that it would lead to rule by the African majority and that the 
consequences would be calamitous for the white population. President 
Botha made his meaning dhr on August 18, 1988, when, addressing the 
National party's annual congress in Durban, he said, "As far as I'm con
cerned, I'm not even considering the possibility of black majority govern
ment in South Africa."40 

The government made a great effort to acquire legitimacy for the town
ship administrations, the existing African councillors having been totally 
discredited. But the African nationalists boycotted the municipal elections 
that were held on a segregated basis in October 1988. Only 905 out of 
1,839 seats for black councillors were contested, and in 183 ·wards there 
were no nominations at all. In the contested wards, only 25 percent of the 
registered voters cast their ballots-that is, 3 percent of the African popula
tion of South Africa (including all ten Homelands).41 

While the government was trying to create institutions Africans could 
respect, it was losing ground among the white electorate. In the general 
election for the House of Assembly on May 6, 1987, the National party 
share of the vote fell to 52 percent (from 57 percent in 198 r). Although that 
still gave the National party a commanding majority with 133 seats in the 
House of Assembly, the Conservative party, which stood for a reversion to 
strict Verwoerdian apartheid, polled 26 percent of the vote and won twen
ty-three seats, displacing the Progressive Federal party, which won only 14 
percent of the vote and tv,renty seats, as the official parliamentary opposi-
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tion. 42 The swing to the right in white politics continued in the elections in 
white municipalities in October 1988, when the Conservative parry won 
control of most of the small towns in the Transvaal and nearly got a 
majority in Preroria.43 In the same period, unidentified persons destroyed 
the headquarters of four major antiapartheid organizations-COSATU, the 
Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference, the South African Council 
of Churches, and the Black Sash. In February 1988, several hundred armed 
members of the extra-parliamentary Afrikaner Weerstand Beweging 
marched through the streets of Pretoria to the Union Buildings and present
ed a petition calling on the government to create a "traditional Boer state" 
without Blacks.44 

. While white opinion was swinging to the right, black opinion was 
moving in the opposite direction. The government's attempt to coopt sig
nificant elements in the Coloured and Indian communities by providing 
them with Houses in the tricameral Parliament was not a success. Since the 
new constitution had been inaugurated in 1984, many. Coloureds and 
Indians had denounced those who participated, and in 1987, Allan 
Hendrickse, the leader of the party that controlled the Coloured House, 
resigned from the cabinet. In 1988, both the Coloured and the Indian 
houses blocked the government's attempt to enact legislation that would 
have imposed heavy penalties for violations of the residential segregation in 
the Group Areas Act.45 

Official attempts to appease Africans were no more successful. Oupa 
Thando Mthimkulu expressed the feelings of many people in th~ townships 
in his poem about the Soweto uprising: 

Nineteen sevenry-six 
You stand accused of deaths 
Imprisonment 
Exiles 
and detentions. 
You lose the battle 
You 
were not revolutionary 
Enough 
We do not boast about you 
Year of fire, year of ash.46 

Township residents often clashed with police and soldiers, who were 
present in strength. There was also a spate of sabotage in South Africa, 
most of it attributed to the ANC. Between June 1986 and September 1988, 
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more than a hundred explosions caused 31 deaths and 5 6 5 injuries in 
streets, restaurants, cinemas, shopping centers, and sports complexes in 
the major cities.47 

Black workers were also demonstrating their power. The government 
plan to control the trade unions by legalizing and registering them back
fired. In 1987, there were 1,148 strikes-an unprecedented number. Most 
serious was a strike by the National Union of Mineworkers, led by Cyril 
Ramaphosa, when more than half of the country's 500,000 miners took 
part in a stoppage that lasted three weeks, during which 9 miners were 
killed and up to 300 were injured. Although they failed to achieve more 
than the 23-percent wage increase the Chamber of Mines had offered, they 
did receive improved death and holiday benefits.48 

Since most secular antiapartheid leaders were in exile, in prison, or 
banned, clergy were thrust into the fore of the struggle against apartheid. 
Especially prominent were Desmond Tutu, Anglican archbishop of Cape 
Town, who was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984, Allan Boesak, 
moderator of the Dutch Reformed Mission church and president of the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches, and Beyers Naude, general secre
tary of the South African C6'\incil.of Churches from 198 5 to 1987, and his 
successor in that office, Fi:ank Chikane. In June 1988, they and twenty-two 
other clergy, representing sixteen denominations, openly defied the state of 
emergency regulations by calling on all Christians to boycott the elections 
of October 26 to segregated municipal councils. "The truth cannot be 
bound by unjust laws," they declared. "By involving themselves in the 
elections, Christians would be participating in their oppression or the 
oppression of others." No elections could be free and fair under the emer
gency and because "the structures of the constitutional system in South 
Africa are based on racial and ethnic identity_"49 

The government, meanwhile, was suffering setbacks abroad_ In spite of 
its claim to be recognized as "the regional power" in Southern Africa, the 
financial and human costs of intervening in Angola and administering 
Namibia proved excessive. In 1988, the army incurred losses in engage
ments with well-equipped Cuban and Angolan troops in southern Angola, 
and on December 22, South Africa signed an accord with Cuba and An
gola through the mediation of the United States and the cooperation of the 
Soviet Union. There was to be a phased withdrawal of 52,000 Cuban 
troops from Angola and of South African troops from Namibia. A U.N. 
peace-keeping force was to monitor an election for a constituent assembly, 
and Namibia was to become independent during 1990, in accordance with 
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the provisions of the U.N. Security Council resolution 435 of 1978. South 
Africa also undertook to stop assisting UNITA in Angola. South Africa did 
derive two substantial benefits from the agreement. The ANG was obliged to 

close its Angolan bases, and South Africa was not debarred from exercising 
sovereignty over Walvis Bay during the transition. Walvis Bay, an enclave 
on the Namibian coast, was the only effective port for Namibia but had 
been annexed to the Cape Colony in 18 84 and treated as part of South 
Africa since 1910.50 

By 1989, inelucrable long-term processes were undermining the pros
pects of the South African regime. The first was demographic. According 
to official censuses, the white population of South Africa (including the 
Homelands) dropped from 21 percent of the total in 19 3 6, to 19 percent in 
1960, r6 percent in 1980, and 15 percent in 1985. In 1988, officials 
estimated that by the year 2005 Whites would form only ro percent of the 
population. Moreover, the African surge to the cities, propelled by the 
rapid increase of the African population and the persistent deterioration of 
the Homelands, was continuing unabated. Even though many lacked ade
quate housing, the African population of the townships doubled from 5 .2 
million to ro.6 million between 1951 and 1980. In the late 1980s, it was 
foreseen that there would be 24 million urban Africans by the year 2000, 

outnumbering urban Whites five to one.51 

Second, although black unemployment was high, the cumulative eco
nomic power of the black population as consumers, as workers, and as 
entrepreneurs was increasingly significant. It was estimated that in 198 5 
Whites accounted for 5 5. 5 percent of personal disposable income (income 
from all sources afrer taxation), Africans for 3 r.8 percent, Coloureds for 
8.8 percent, and Indians for 3.9 percent and that by ,he year 2000 the white 
share would drop to 4 2. 5 percent. 52 By the late 19 8os, many Africans, as 
well as Coloureds and Indians, were reaching the middle tevels of em
ployment in industry, and some had reached the managerial level. Others 
were prospering in the informal economy. Africans dominated the trans
port services in the townships, for example. There were 80,000 unlicensed 
black-owned minibuses and taxis, and 45,000 black operators belonged to 
the South African Bus and Taxi Associarion.53 

Third, the white predominance in education was diminishing. In 1986, 
reflecting the demographic trends and the commitment of the government 
to black as well as white education, though on a segregated and unequal 
basis, over seven million black children attended school in South Africa 
(including six million Africans), and fewer than a million whites. Even in 
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the two senior classes (equivalent to the eleventh and twelfth grades in the 
United States) there were three times as many Blacks (including two-and-a
half times as many Africans) as Whites. Moreover, the number of black 
university students was moving toward parity with Whites.54 

Fourth, the economy was fundamentally unsound. The apartheid state was 
an extravagance, with its three parliamentary chambers, its ten departments of 
education, health, and welfare (one for each "race" and one for each noninde
pendent Homeland), its large military and security establishments, and its 
financially dependent Homelands. In addition, sanctions and a spate of disin
vestments from South Africa were beginning to bite. In panicular, South Africa 
lacked access to foreign capital. As Dr. Gerhard de Kock, the governor of the 
South African Reserve Bank, said in 1988: "In the present international political 
climate the capital account remains the Achilles heel of South Africa's balance of 
payments."55 In 1987, World Bank figures showed that South Africa's growth 
rate was among the worst in the world. The gross domestic product per capita at 
constant r 98 5 prices decreased by r. r percent in the period I 980-87. The Bank 
for International Settlements reported in June 1988 that South Africa's inflation 
rate, which was about 15 percent in the period r 980-87 and decreased slightly 
in 198 8, was the third highe!t amq11g industrialized nations, surpassed only by 
Turkey and Israel. 56 

Recognizing these ineluctable processes, many influential Whites antici
pated that Africans would inexorably acquire at least a substantial share of 
political power in South Africa in the foreseeable future. Business leaders, 
intellectuals, clergy, and sports administrarors made pilgrimages to trop
ical Africa to begin dialogues with the ANG. That process started in Sep
tember 1985, when a group of businessmen, led by no less a person than 
Gavin Relly, Harry Oppenheimer's successor as chairman of the Anglo 
American Corporation, met with Oliver Tambo and his colleagues in Zam
bia. In July r 987, sixty-one white South Africans, most of them Afrikaners, 
led by F. van Zyl Slabbert, founder of the Institute for a Democratic Alter
native for South Africa (IDASA) and a former leader of the· Progressive 
Federal party, went to Dakar, Senegal. There, they held three days of talks 
with seventeen members of the ANC led by its articulate information direc
tor, Thabo Mbeki. The meeting resulted in a joint communique that ex
pressed unanimous support for a negotiated settlement. Mbeki praised 
Slabbert as an Afrikaner pioneer and stressed that both sides were agreed 
on "the kind of democratic, non-racial South Africa we want."57 

It was not only reform-minded businesspeople, intellectuals, clergy, and 
sports administrators who were facing up to the prospect of fundamental 
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change in South Africa. The behavior of the Afrikaner Weerstand Beweging 
on the far right, in petitioning for a pure Boer state to be carved our of the 
Republic of South Africa, was evidence chat fatalism was infecting the 
entire white population. 

The year 1989 ushered in a new phase in South African history. Freder
ick Willem de Klerk, aged fifty-two, succeeded the seventy-three-year-old 
P. W. Botha first as National party leader and then, following a general 
election in which the National party again won a majority of seats in the 
white legislature, as president. Like many other Afrikaners of his genera
tion, de Klerk realized rhar domestic and foreign pressures were undermin
ing the racial order. Hoping to control the resulting process, his govern
ment discarded many of the props of apartheid. By August 1991, Namibia 
was independent; the Stare of Emergency was abrogated; political organi
zations including the Communist party, the ANC, and che PAC were un
banned; the Land Aces, the Group Areas Act, the Population Registration 
Ace, and the Separate Amenities Act were repealed, and most political 
prisoners were released. 

Oliver Tambo's healrh had declined in exile and, emerging from jail on 
February r r, 1990, Kelson Mandela assumed the leadership of che ANC. 

There ensued complex negotiations between government and ANC leaders. 
Despite their many differences, both wished to cooperate in devising a 
process chat would culminate in the creation of a constitution all South 
Africans could regard as legitimate. But South Africa's history of conquest, 
segregation, and apartheid had created deep scars in society. As was occur
ring contemporaneously in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, the re
duction of authoritarian controls opened up bitter internal conflicts. Many 
Whites treated de Klerk as a traitor and obstructed the process of de
racialization. Large-scale violence flared up among Africans, some of it 
fomented by Whites. Fighting between s4pporters of the ANC and support
ers of Inkacha (the Zulu ethnic movement) spread from Natal to the Wit
watersrand and drew in large numbers of youths who had been brutalized 
by apartheid; nobody could pur an end to the mayhem. 

In the early r 990s, South Africa was still in a deep recession and the 
bla~k masses were still not deriving any palpable relief from poverty and 
insecurity. Optimists hoped that South Africa was on the way to becoming 
a non-racial democracy with a viral expansive economy; pessimists feared 
that the country was headed toward disaster. Either way, there seemed to be 
no turning back to apan:heid. 
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