
Knowledge Organiser: Changes in South Africa (Unit 2)

Key Question 3: What were the main methods of opposition to apartheid?

Timeline of events:

The Defiance 
Campaign 

The Freedom 
Charter

Treason Trial The Sharpeville 
massacre

Black people were mainly responsible for 
leading efforts to oppose apartheid. The 
ANC and PAC were the leading groups that 
campaigned, initially peacefully, before 
adopting violence in their efforts to  
oppose apartheid in South Africa. 

‘European Only’ - A term to describe white South Africans and excluded all other races. 

Treason - A crime against the state, in particular to try and overthrow the government. 

Passbooks - All black South Africans were required to carry passbooks to prove their identity. 

Guerrilla - Small scale military attacks planned to avoid open conflict against a larger force. 

Sabotage - The destruction or damage of something to create difficulty for the government. 

Black Consciousness - The movement that emphasised that black people should work together in their 
efforts to improve their lives and campaign against apartheid.
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Established in 1912, the African National Congress 
(ANC) was initially focused on non-violent methods 
to fight against apartheid. The formation of a Youth 
League within the ANC in 1943 led to more radical 
ideas as young leaders such as Nelson Mandela, 
Walter Sisulu, Oliver Tambo and Anton  
Lembede became influential. Their new  
Programme for Action called for direct action and 
mass campaigns as necessary to gain the attention 
of the South African government. The banning of 
the ANC soon after the Sharpeville massacre in 
1960 saw many members forming UMkhonto we 
Sizwe (MK). The ban on the ANC was lifted in 1990 
and, following his release, Nelson Mandela worked 
with the government to help negotiate a peaceful 
transition from apartheid to a new democratic 
South Africa.

On 21 March 1960 protests across South Africa,  
organised by the PAC against the policy forcing black 
people to carry passbooks, was planned. In the  
township of Sharpeville, near Johannesburg, a crowd 
of black people approached the police station ready 
to protest peacefully by telling the police that they 
were not carrying their passbooks as required by law. 
The police opened fire on the protesters killing 69 
and wounding 186. The Sharpeville Massacre led to  
widespread civil disobedience across South Africa and 
the white government declared a State of Emergency 
as up to 20,000 arrests were made. The ANC and PAC 
were banned shortly after the event which led to the  
formation of the more militant Poqo and MK. 

A national day of protest against apartheid laws  
organised by the ANC was planned for the 26th June 
1952, the day South Africa’s white government would  
celebrate 300 years since founding the country. The 
protest involved ANC supporters ignoring apartheid 
laws such as entering areas designated ‘European 
Only’ and allowing themselves to be arrested. More 
than 8,000 black people were arrested for defying 
apartheid laws in 1952. The white government  
introduced more apartheid laws and punishment for 
the defiance including up to three years in prison, 
fines and whippings. As the campaign was brought to 
an end in 1953 it was significant in gaining more  
support for the ANC as its membership increased 
greatly from 7,000 to 100,000. 

The Pan African Congress formed from members of 
the ANC who supported a more radical approach in 
the struggle against apartheid. Disappointed by the 
ANC’s lack of success and willingness to work with 
other opposition groups, the PAC, led by Robert  
Sobukwe, was focused on being a solely African 
resistance movement. They believed that Black South 
Africans should work alone to gain their rights and  
fundamentally disagreed with the Freedom Charter 
as a way of securing change in South Africa. 

In 1955 a meeting took place at Kliptown, near  
Johannesburg, named a Congress of the People. 
Those attending included representatives of black, 
Indian, coloured and white people who  
supported the campaign against apartheid. The 
Freedom Charter was created as a list of basic rights 
that every South African should enjoy. The  
government decided that the Freedom Charter was 
an act of treason and 156 people were arrested  
under the Suppression of Communism Act. The  
defendants were put on trial, in what became 
known as the Treason Trial, which would go on to 
last five years. All defendants were found not guilty 
of being communists and were set free. During this 
time influential leaders of the ANC were imprisoned 
and were therefore unable to lead further  
campaigns against apartheid.

◊ The banning of the ANC led to Nelson Mandela  
leading the opposition through uMkhonto we  
Sizwe (MK). The MK targeted South Africa’s  
governments’ offices and electricity supplies, for 
example electricity pylons would be blown up. 
Becoming increasingly violent deaths were later 
caused by MK guerrilla fighters.  

◊ Poqo was the armed wing of the PAC. Its aims 
were similar to MK; using violence and sabotage 
to destabilize the country and hopefully overthrow 
the white government. 

The arrest of nine members of MK at their  
headquarters in Rivonia led to a trial between  
December 1965 and June 1964 where the  
defendants were accused of planning violent  
revolution. Eight members, including Nelson  
Mandela and Walter Sisulu were sentenced to life 
imprisonment. At the trial Nelson Mandela’s opening 
speech gained widespread coverage explaining the  
inequalities in South Africa.

The Soweto uprising during June 1976 was a  
significant event in the campaign against apartheid. 
With over a million inhabitants, the township of 
Soweto was overcrowded and living conditions were 
very harsh. Many people did not have electricity and 
sanitation was poor. The terrible conditions  
together with the influence of Steve Biko’s ideas on 
black consciousness made the young people feel that 
they must protest. The reaction by schoolchildren 
to the government’s decision to force black people 
to learn Afrikaans as part of their education led to a 
march being organised in Soweto. As many as 20,000 
children and adults went on the march only to be 
confronted by police who opened fire killing two 
school children. Further violence followed as riots and 
protests spread across the country. 
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