SOUTH AFRICA IN THE 1980s

The Tricameral Government

A new constitution

In June 1980, parliament passed the Republic of South Africa Constitution Fifth Amendment Act. This Act abolished the Senate and replaced it with the President’s Council, a multiracial body, consisting of 60 white, coloured and Asian (Indian and Chinese) nominated members. This Council was given the responsibility of creating a new constitution that would include the political needs of the coloureds and Indians. 

Two years of debate followed. Experts from all over the world were brought in to share their constitutional knowledge. Eventually the Council decided that the executive, i.e. PW Botha, would be given more power. The position of Prime Minister would fall away and the State President would be the leading authority figure in the land. Botha would set up Cabinet committees and advisory councils. The Chief of the Army, General Magnus Malan, became the Minister of Defence. The State Security Council would operate especially when parliament was not sitting. It had close ties with the SADF. They also proposed an electoral college that would consist of 50 white, 25 coloured and 13 Indian members to elect an executive State President who would combine the positions of Prime Minister and State President for a period of 7 years. 

Formation of the Conservative Party

The right-wing NP supporters, headed by Dr Andries Treurnicht, Transvaal leader of the NP with an enormous following among blue-collar workers, public servants and farmers, used every opportunity to criticise the proposals. In February 1983, 22 members of the NP abstained or voted against power sharing. A furious Botha gave these rebels a week to sign a motion of confidence in his leadership. This was the moment Botha had been waiting for: he needed the verkramptes in the NP to do something for which they could said to be volkskeurders (schismatics or defectors). Six agreed to sign the document; the rest were expelled from the party. Now Botha could get on with his plans without internal opposition.

Within a month of leaving the NP, these expelled members formed a new party, the Conservative Party, with Treurnicht as their leader at a mass meeting in the Skilpadsaal in Pretoria (March 1982). They firmly believed that this attempt at racial integration would lead to black rule in South Africa.
This break-away worked in Botha’s favour. Many English-speaking whites who in the past would never have dreamt of supporting the NP now gave it a second glance because the ‘lunatic fringe’ had left. The party seemed more respectable. The proposed constitution had to have some merit. 

The new constitution is presented to parliament
The new proposals were presented to parliament in July 1983 with the additional idea of a parliament which would consist of 3 houses for whites, coloureds and Indians. The Cabinet would consist of representatives of all the Houses, but most Cabinet members would be white.

On 31 August 1983, the Minister of Constitutional Development and Planning, Chris Heunis, presented the Republic of South Africa Constitution Act to parliament and 3 weeks later it was signed as a law by the then State President, Marais Viljoen. 

The 1983 Referendum

The government was very unsure as to how well-received this constitution would be. They were aware that it may lead to an end to the NP being in power. As a result of this uncertainty, a referendum was to be held on 2 November 1983 to gauge the feeling of the electorate. 

This was a hotly-debated referendum. Frederik van Zyl Slabbert, the leader of the Progressive Federal Party, encouraged South Africa to vote ‘No’.  He argued that the proposals entrenched apartheid and excluded Africans from participating in government. Harry Oppenheimer, the chairman of the Anglo-American group, also encouraged the ‘No’ vote, saying that Africans had not been consulted. Other business leaders supported the proposals and so did various newspapers around the country, including the Sunday Times, the Natal Mercury and the Financial Mail. Their argument was that the new constitution was better than the current political state of affairs. The Cape Times, the Rand Daily Mail and the Pretoria News opposed the proposals, whereas The Star suggested that their readers abstain from voting, and therefore sat on the fence.

English-language churches rejected the proposals, including the Catholic, Anglican and Methodist church. The Dutch Reformed Church was divided on the matter because of the split that had occurred within the NP itself. More politically conservative congregations opposed it, whereas the more verligte congregations were in favour of the changes.

In a 76% turn-out at the polls, almost 66% voted ‘Yes’ and 33,5% voted ‘No’. 0,5% spoilt their papers. Botha had got his way.

The coloureds and Indians decide
Coloureds and Indians did not vote in the referendum but were encouraged to vote in elections once the constitution was in force. The election for the coloured voters was on the 22 August 1984 and the Indians had theirs on the 28 August of the same year. The Transvaal and Natal Indian Congresses told Indians not to vote and few registered to do so. Only 19% of Indians and 29% of coloureds voted. As a result of this poor participation, most Indians and coloureds felt that this new parliament had no authority over them. The UDF, to be discussed later, encouraged this point of view.

However, the Rev Allan Hendrickse of the Labour Party (a coloured party) and Amichand Rajbansi and the South African Indian Council decided to take part in the new parliament. Both of these men were later given cabinet positions in Botha’s new government.
The last white-only parliament was held in South Africa in July 1984. This whites-only parliament had been in use for 74 years. The Tricameral government made its mark in September of that year. Coloureds and Indians had token representation in government. There were 85 coloureds in the House of Representatives and 45 Indians in the House of Delegates. They had token representation in parliament and a small voice when one considers that there were 178 whites in the House of Assembly. Although each House handled matters dealing with its own communities, decisions taken were subject to the approval of the white parliament. General affairs were handled by the cabinet. 

Reaction to the Tricameral Government
There was heated debate in parliament regarding these proposals. 

This new government said that it wasn’t scrapping apartheid; it was just ‘reforming’ it. Africans had to vote in their respective homelands so threw in their lot with extra-parliamentary groups in South Africa to rid her of apartheid. Africans, excluded completely from this new arrangement, experienced frustration and the unrest continued.
When government leaders suggested a move away from a whites-only electorate, and proposed a ‘tricameral’ parliament of three chambers to also represent the Indians and Coloureds, a split occurred within the National Party. In 1982, a number of right-wingers broke away to form the Conservative Party under the leadership of Andries Treurnicht.
Violence in the townships
Mass protests began in the Vaal Triangle in 1984. State-established black town councils had imposed rent and electricity charges because this was the only way they were able to finance themselves. Informal civic associations had been created to oppose these councils but were ineffective on their own. Workers and students, who referred to themselves as Comrades, united in a massive stay away which spread to other towns and provinces. The homes of African councillors were attacked and there were attacks on the police, shops, beerhalls and government buildings. There was harsh punishment for those people believed to be government collaborators. These individuals were put on trial in ‘people’s courts’. Many councillors and policemen were executed by these ‘courts’. ‘Necklace killings’ were also used.

Township organisations put pressure on the government by calls for stay aways, consumer boycotts of listed companies or the maltreatment of workers. The ANC took advantage of the scenario when Oliver Tambo called on residents to make the townships ungovernable in 1985 on Radio Freedom. 

The police hired African gangs to attack anti-government groups. 

There was also violence amongst the different alliances in the townships: the UDF vs the NF, the NF vs the ANC and the ANC vs Inkatha.

By the end of 1984, there had been 84 acts of violence. The State responded by sending troops into the townships but by the end of 1985, township councils had collapsed and had been replaced by alternative structures such as street committees. These organisations then co-ordinated rent and consumer boycotts (which continued to be the critical form of protest).

NECC
In 1985 the National Education Crisis Committee was formed. It represented parents, students and community organisations throughout the country and was formed in response to the 1,5 million students boycotting classes and loitering on the streets. The NECC agreed to suspend school boycotts and demanded that the government unban COSAS. The NECC adopted the ANC’s slogan for education: ‘Education for Liberation’. In 1986, it called for a national stay away and the establishment of an alternative system of education for the people. Schools were closed down and thousands of students, teachers and principals were arrested.

MDM
The Mass Democratic Movement was formed in 1989. It was the result of an alliance between the UDF and COSATU. As it was not a formal organisation, it avoided legal restrictions imposed on it by the government. Despite staging peaceful marches, there were no arrests made. It launched campaigns to end separate beaches and segregation in hospitals and in schools.
Trade union involvement

At the AZAPO conference in 1984, Cyril Ramaphosa was invited to address the delegates. He had just been made leader of the new National Union of Mineworkers (NUM). His message urged workers to support a ‘union of the oppressed.’
The Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) was formed in 1985. It included FOSATU, UDF and NUM members and many community-based unions. It also included 30 non-racial unions. Its leaders were political activists. The first elected president was Elijah Barayi. Jay Naidoo, who came from the Sweet, Food and Allied Workers Union was made the General Secretary. Initially its membership boasted 450 000 but its numbers increased dramatically. It subscribed to the principles that were laid down by the Freedom Charter and its aim was to create a common strategy to fight apartheid. COSATU was supported by the ANC. 

Its aim was to improve the lot of workers and also to fight for the political freedom of its members. It had the support of white members in its struggle for higher pay and better conditions of labour. COSATU staged the highest number of strikes in a decade. On May Day in 1985, 2.5 million stayed home from work, effectively impacting the economy simply by the sheer numbers involved. The government arrested over 2 700 trade unionists in 1986 and drew up the Labour Relations Amendment Act which permitted employers to sue for loss of profit resulting from strike action and impose their restrictions on strikes. As it is the State of Emergency that year made it difficult for trade unions to function.

Chief Buthelezi set up a rival organisation to COSATU, the UNITED WORKERS UNION OF SOUTH AFRICA (UWUSA). This body did not subscribe to the imposition of sanctions because it was believed that it would hurt the Africans the most. This led to clashes between UDF and Inkatha supporters in Natal.

Another trade union federation that opposed COSATU was the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) which was formed in 1986. This organisation upheld the principles of Black Consciousness and disapproved of non-racialism. 

Gavin Relly’s meeting with the ANC

In 1985, a South African delegation led by a businessman, Gavin Relly, and which included academics, other businessmen, opposition politicians and church leaders, went to Lusaka, Zambia to meet an ANC delegation which was led by Oliver Tambo. The aim of the meeting was to decide how best to resolve the economic, social and political issues that faced South Africa. The meeting was strongly condemned by the South African government.

Township violence continues

The Port Elizabeth Black Civic Association called for a stay away in March 1985. On the day concerned, a funeral procession left the Langa township of Uitenhage and marched towards a white area. It must be understood that funerals had become the only outlet of political expression. Struggle songs were sung, flags were flown and speeches were given. Policemen in Casspirs fired on the crowd and 20 people were killed. A remembrance service was held for the dead in Cape Town a few days later. It led to the arrest of Desmond Tutu and other church leaders. 

The murder of these 20 people led to international outrage. The State responded by setting up the Kannemeyer Commission of Enquiry. It decided that the police were not to blame for the shootings, but should have used riot control weapons instead of live ammunition. 

(It must be noted that there were many people who were prepared to assist the police in the townships.)

The government imposed a State of Emergency in 36 magisterial districts on 20 July 1985. Thousands of people were detained and political meetings were banned. The Cradock Four (Matthew Goniwe, Fort Calata, Sparrow Mkhonto and Sicelo Mhlauli) and a Durban lawyer, Mrs N Mxenge, were killed by State death squads. Even though schools in black townships were closed and marches were not permitted, the unrest continued. Over 685 people died as a result of police action, troops in the townships or at the hands of the township people themselves. They would ‘necklace’ suspected informers. Fourteen thousand people were arrested for public violence.

International reaction

The European Economic Community (EEC) recalled their ambassadors. The United States recalled its ambassador and then refused to accredit the new South African ambassador. It did, however, not support sanctions, but rather the idea of ‘constructive engagement’. Many organisations and institutions in America withdrew investments from South Africa. France wanted all countries to freeze South African investments. British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher opposed sanctions. Other Commonwealth countries supported them. South African embassies overseas were picketed.

South Africa had become increasingly isolated in the 1980s. The world acknowledged the ANC as the key player in ending apartheid in the country. There were increased calls by the UNO, the OAU and the Commonwealth for sanctions against South Africa. Extensive media coverage made it possible for the international community to be aware of events in South Africa. There were demonstrations by anti-apartheid groups in major cities abroad. The ‘Release Mandela’ campaign did much to draw attention to the crisis in South Africa. There were also cultural and sporting boycotts imposed on South Africa.

Botha’s reaction
Besides this negative international reaction, there were other issues with which a now angry PW Botha had to contend. Chase Manhattan, one of the world’s largest banks, had decided to call in outstanding loans to South Africa. Botha interpreted this as the international community forcing South Africa to negotiate. Also Robert Mugabe came to power in Zimbabwe in 1980 and South Africa no longer had an ally on her northern border. Zambia, Tanzania and the USSR provided military support for the ANC and the PAC.

Furthermore, the NP was losing credibility amongst the Afrikaans right-wing who were increasingly supporting the CP. The NP had nearly lost a safe seat to the CP in a by-election in May 1985 and 5 more were looming in rural areas. 

‘Crossing the Rubicon’

Pik Botha, the South African Foreign Minister, made it known that PW Botha would make an important speech in the Durban City Hall on 15 August 1985.  Pik Botha believed that this speech would end the violence in this country and indicate a change of direction for the government towards reform. The press labelled the upcoming speech as the ‘Rubicon speech’. (49 years before the birth of Christ, Julius Caesar had to make the decision as to whether he should cross the River Rubicon in northern Italy and thereby win the imperial throne, but in doing so signal civil war for his country, or turn back.) Nearly 300 000 million people around the world and in South Africa waited in anticipation for what Botha would say. However, they were to be disappointed. Botha did not offer the changes that were expected. Instead he warned the world that he would not be pushed into what he referred to as ‘white suicide’. He had decided to ignore international pressure and acquiesce to the party faithful to secure his party’s majority in forthcoming elections.

Reaction to the Rubicon Speech

The value of the rand fell immediately. The government closed the stock exchange for a week and froze all foreign debt payments .Inflation rose to 18,6%. 

There was a demand for sanctions against South Africa. The EEC and the Commonwealth added their voice to this cry. The EEC imposed a ban on the sale of Kruger rands in Europe and on the importation of South African coal.  Although Republican President Ronald Reagan was trying to pursue a policy of ‘constructive engagement’ with South Africa, the Democratic-lead Congress wanted to impose sanctions.  New USA investments and loans to South Africa were banned. The USA also banned the import of uranium, coal, textiles, iron, steel and agricultural products. SAA landing rights in the USA were also withdrawn. Sweden and Denmark embarked on a trade ban with South Africa.  Large international corporations closed down and shipped out their South African operations ie. Kodak, IBM, General Motors, General Electric, Coca-Cola and Warner Communications.

Reaction to sanctions
Those in favour of sanctions argued that they would lead to a peaceful end to the unrest. One of the proponents of sanctions was the newly-elected Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town, Desmond Tutu who said: ‘When the ladder falls over, it is those at the top that get hurt most.’

Those opposed to sanctions said that the South African government would be forced into isolation and a ‘laager’ mentality. South Africa would then snub the rest of the world and become as self-sufficient as she could. Apartheid would then continue unabated.

Violence in the townships

Botha lifted the State of Emergency on 7 March 1986 because of international pressure. On 13 April, over a month after lifting the state of emergency, Winnie Mandela gave a speech at Kagiso near Krugersdorp: “The time for speeches and debate has come to an end…We could have killed them (whites) at any time we wanted to. Together, hand in hand with our sticks and our matches, with our necklaces, we shall liberate this country.” The ‘necklace’ was a rubber tyre filled with petrol which was put over the neck and shoulders of the victim, trapping arms at the side, and then setting it alight.  Although she later denied that she had intended Africans to use this method of killing against whites, the damage had been done. The government used this as an example of the ANC’s plans. The State of Emergency was therefore reinstated on 12 June 1986 and it remained in place until 1990. 

 The 10th anniversary of the Soweto Uprising was looming and there were reports of mass stay aways and mass boycotts. The government did not want a repeat of 1976 and tried to force two new security bills through parliament. When the coloured and Indian houses of the Tricameral parliament refused to pass them, in the early hours of 12 June there was a countrywide swoop on activists and PW Botha signed a nationwide state of emergency that was more stringent than its predecessor. The State Security Council ensured that white army conscripts had to patrol the townships and it banned the media from entering unrest areas. The police were given increased powers of arrest, detention and they and only they could provide information on unrest situations. 

The newly formed Bureau of Information issued a daily ‘unrest report’ throughout 1987. Illegal strikes, boycotts, banned organisations or sanctions were said to be ‘subversive’. COSATU’s activities were limited. In February 1988, the UDF, the Detainees’ Parents Support Committee and the Free Mandela Campaign were barred from being involved in any activity except organisational tasks like bookkeeping.

Govan Mbeki, one of the Rivonia trialists (and Thabo Mbeki’s father) was released in November 1987 but he was banned a few weeks later.

Unrest flared up in the townships. More than 8 000 people were detained and 750 people died in 1986, many of whom were under 16 years of age.

African communities were encouraged to observe consumer boycotts and not buy from white shops. There were many reports of coercion and people being turned back at bus depots and train stations for having shopped in town. There were also reports that some shoppers had been forced to drink cooking oil as a punishment for not heeding the boycotts. The number of strikes and stay aways increased. 

The councillors in the local governments were seen as ‘sell outs’ who obeyed the State and they were unable to command respect or obedience. Townships around the country became virtually ungovernable. Street committees, area committees, zonal committees and ‘kangaroo courts’ took over the running of the townships. In some cases township crime was eradicated. However, this system did lead to excesses in places where those who were not prepared to support the system were victimised and groups of people terrorised the community. There were also squatter leaders who demanded ‘protection money’ from residents. Townships where there was serious unrest included Crossroads near Cape Town and Alexandra, north-east of Johannesburg.

This unrest spread to rural areas near towns such as Craddock and Uitenhage in the eastern Cape, and Paarl and Worcester in the western Cape. This was a result of poverty and unemployment. 

Responses to the township violence

There was a renewed demand for ‘People’s Education’. Dr Beyers Naude, the general secretary of the South African Council of Churches called for an end to segregated education.

The Second Carnegie Inquiry into Poverty and Development in Southern Africa stated that 93% of the country’s poor were in the rural areas and that almost 9 million people living in the homelands were living below the breadline. The average income of an African family in the rural areas was about half that of an African family living in the city. 

The sanctions campaign and the violence wreaked havoc on the South African economy. Unemployment continued to rise and in 1986 the country experienced a negative growth rate of 1,7%. In 1988 Eskom announced its impending closure. The Minister of Manpower, Pietie du Plessis, announced in 1986 that there had been more strike activity than at any time in the previous 10 years.

Reform attempts

1986 was the year that the government repealed the Urban Areas Act, the Pass Laws, the Bantu Labour Act, the Black Affairs Administration Act and the Black Prohibition of Interdicts Act. Influx control was abolished and identical ID books were made available for all races, but it was not enough. Blacks were still excluded from political power. Their political power in the homelands hardly counted!

For the next three years, the Minister for Constitutional Affairs, Chris Heunis, made several attempts to bring representatives of all races to discuss a new constitution. As Botha insisted that political power had to remain in white hands, none of the Bills passed by Heunis, including the National Council Bill, the Promotion of Constitutional Development Bill and the Extension of Political Participation Bill, succeeded because they were rejected by the Tricameral government. The Government then asked the South African Law Commission to recommend how a Bill of Rights could protect minority rights.

In May 1986, Botha halted the attempts of the Commonwealth Eminent Persons Group to initiate talks between the government and the ANC. This august body proposed the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of all organisations. The deal was that if the government complied with its demands, it would prevent Commonwealth States from imposing sanctions on South Africa within 6 months. The MPG withdrew the deal when it was discovered that South African troops had invaded three Commonwealth countries: Zimbabwe, Zambia and Botswana.

1987 elections

There were elections in 1987 and they indicated a strong shift to the conservative right by the white voters. The PFP lost seats and the Conservative Party under Dr Andries Treurnicht became the official opposition. Blue-collar white workers, public servants and farmers responded to the simple message of white power and an end to reform which would lead to black rule. The AWB staged a march to the Union Buildings to petition for a white ‘Boer State’.

One of the reasons for the defeat of the PFP in this election was its involvement in the Dakar talks the previous year with the ANC. The leader of the PFP, Van Zyl Slabbert, resigned to enter extra-parliamentary opposition. The PFP and the New Republican Party, created from the remnants of the old United Party joined forces in this election. The Independents were the participants in the election who reformist whites trusted more than the PFP with its ANC dealings.

 Despite the NP’s majority and its attraction of large-scale English-speaking support, it too lost seats. 

The collapse of the homelands

The TBVC ‘national states’ (Transkei, Bophutatswana, Venda and Ciskei) were unable to function independently of South Africa. The creation of these ‘independent’ states had deprived 8 million residents of their South African citizenship and work opportunities.

Tensions existed in Bophuthatswana between Tswana speakers and non-Tswana speakers on language policy. Mangope would not allow dual citizenship and that combined with allegations of police violence and resistance from students eventually lead to an army coup in March 1988. Mangope and his top government and defence force officials were briefly held at the Independence Stadium and army barracks. South Africa sent troops to the country to ‘rescue’ them and reinstate Mangope. Treason trials followed and the rebels were given harsh sentences. Many opponents of Mangope were detained or sent into exile.

Kaiser Matanzima of the Transkei resigned in 1986. His successor was Chief Ndamase (President) and George Matanzima, his bother and the Prime Minister were eventually overthrown after accusations of corruption in various government departments. In October 1987, Stella Sigcau became Transkei’s leader. In January 1988 she was ousted in a military coup led by Bantu Holomisa.

The Ciskei remained police-controlled and politically unstable.

Venda was threatened by the fact that it bordered pro-liberation frontier states. The Lutheran Evangelical Church was its main source of opposition.

The NP from 1986 to 1989
The government tried to come to some kind of arrangement with Africans to power share, but extra-parliamentary activity of any kind was made very difficult by the security forces and the government would only listen to black grievances in institutions it had created. 

In 1987 Reverend Allan Hendrickse, the leader of the coloured Labour Party, went for a swim on a whites-only beach near his home in the eastern Cape and was severely reprimanded by PW.

One of the main features of the 1980s was the increasing presence and power of the military and police force in South Africa. In March 1986, the government was prepared to acknowledge the presence of a body called the National Security Management System.  Under this body, 12 Joint Management Centres had been set up in urban areas. The government justified their existence by saying that they were able to identify the early stages of unrest. There were also 60 JMC sub-committees and more than 400 mini-JMCs at a local government level which meant that the system spread to the far reaches of the country. The structure was dominated by the police and army both of which were empowered to make decisions on issues previously taken by elected bodies. The system operated in secret and was not publicly accountable. It was answerable alone to the State Security Council. 

However, there were positive changes in this period. The CBDs of major cities were opened to trading by all races. Hotels and restaurants no longer had to seek permission to serve blacks. The Influx Control Act was repealed. The Black Communities Development Amendment Act of 1986 gave freehold property rights to Africans in townships near ‘white’ cities. For all this progress, the National Statutory Council, which aimed to grant a consultative chamber to Africans, was rejected even by moderate blacks who were willing to participate in the Tricameral system. The government did realise, however, that it needed the support of the African middle class in its aim to stimulate growth and control inflation.

Economic recession
By the late 1980s, South Africa was suffering from minimal economic growth and was in an economic recession. The gold price was falling, South Africa was importing more than she was exporting and this meant a balance in payments crisis.

This resulted in a decline in the standard of living and an increase in poverty. There was increasing unemployment and more and more school-leavings were having difficulties findings jobs. The government reacted to the crisis by increasing taxation, rents and service charges. 

The government made the announcement that it was unable to honour a loan repayment. This resulted in foreign banks calling in loans, foreign businesses pulling out of South Africa and Barclays sold off its South African banks. The rand then collapsed and the Johannesburg Stock Exchange was temporarily closed. The imposition of sanctions exacerbated the problem. There was a further increase in unemployment and a decline in revenue because of the decline in exports.

This economic situation led to rising unrest in the country and the government decided to unban resistance organisations.
Trade Union activity in 1988/9
In the early part of 1988, the government banned unions from engaging in non-union or political activities. This forced the different trade unions to work together to oppose the government. In 1989, the ANC called for a year of mass action and the trade unions responded positively. In March 1989, COSATU and NACTU joined together to oppose the Labour Relations Amendment Act. Then in August of that year, a number of anti-apartheid organisations, known as the Mass Democratic Movement, organised by COSATU and the UDF, launched a defiance campaign against the government.

