
Knowledge Organiser: Changes in South Africa (Unit 2)

Key Question 6: Why did the apartheid system change during the Presidencies of Botha and 
de Klerk?

Timeline of events

Creation of a New 
Constitution 

United Democratic 
Front (UDF) formed 

P. W. Botha  
becomes Prime 

Minister

Change in South Africa would have to be 
led by the government. Both during the 
presidencies of Botha and de Klerk the  
realisation that the apartheid system had 
to change became increasingly apparent. 

Reform - Change necessary to improve a governments ability to rule successfully.
 
Constitution - An agreed set of laws to rule the country.
 
Shantytown - An area on the outskirts of a city where people live in poor housing. 
 
Necklacing - A punishment where a petrol filled car tyre was placed around somebody’s chest and arms before being set 
alight.
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◊ P. W. Botha became Prime Minister in 
1978. He realised that the apartheid  
system wasn’t working and needed 
reform. His policies would offer some 
changes to the system that he hoped 
would maintain white government rule in 
South Africa.  

◊ The situation facing Botha in South Africa 
also persuaded him that change was  
necessary. The economic situation in 
South Africa was beginning to feel the 
effects of international pressure; the  
population was growing rapidly with an 
increasingly large number of low skilled 
and poorly educated young people;  
nations bordering South Africa had  
dissolved white minority rule and posed 
the threat of supporting guerilla attacks. 

◊ He wanted to see slow changes that were 
‘realistic’. He had no desire to stop  
apartheid or give up white rule.  

◊ As part of Botha’s ‘new realism’ many 
petty apartheid laws were lifted, such as 
segregation in public places including  
cinemas, beaches, hotels and restaurants. 

◊ Trade Unions were legalised in 1985 
giving some form of voice to black South 
Africans.

◊ In response to Botha’s policies and  
limited change, frustration among the 
black population in the townships across 
South Africa led to protests and violence. 

◊ The ANC began to support activities that 
would make the country difficult to  
govern. Violence increased in the  
townships. 

◊ A severe disturbance happened at  
Crossroads in 1985. An illegal shantytown 
where approximately 100,000 black  
people lived exploded into violence as the 
police and army tried to move them from 
their homes.  

◊ Violence was also common between 
opposing black people. Police informers 
were regularly punished by necklacing. 

◊ Fighting between different black tribes 
became a feature of the violence. The 
ANC was often in conflict with Inkatha, 
led by the Zulu Chief Buthelezi.

◊ In 1983 Dr Alan Boesak created the  
United Democratic Front (UDF) in 
 response to the exclusion of black South 
Africans from parliament under the new 
constitution. 

◊ Support for the UDF grew quickly and 
attracted over 2 million members from all 
racial groupings and across all social  
classes in South Africa. 

◊ The UDF formed its ideas based on the 
Freedom Charter of 1955. It campaigned 
under the slogan ‘UDF Unites, Apartheid 
Divides’ and focused its activities on using 
non-violent methods of protest.

◊ When F. W. de Klerk came to power in 
1989, he immediately stated that he 
intended to promote change within South 
Africa. 

◊ De Klerk began to dissolve many of the 
apartheid laws, such as the 1953  
Reservation of Separate Amenities Act. 

◊ De Klerk released political prisoners 
including Nelson Mandela and Walter 
Sisulu. 

◊ Banning orders on political parties were 
lifted in 1990 and this allowed the ANC 
and PAC to operate freely without threat 
of arrests. 

◊ In 1991 de Klerk announced that he was 
going to remove all remaining apartheid 
laws. 

◊ Most South Africans supported the  
response to the steps taken by De Klerk 
to dismantle the apartheid system.  
However, white extremists who believed 
in white supremacy were angered by his 
approach and called him a traitor.

Botha’s ‘new realism’ De Klerk’s new course

Key Question 6: Why did the apartheid system change during the Presidencies of Botha and 
de Klerk?

New Constitution:  
 
A new constitution was written in 1983 that 
allowed Indian and Coloured people to vote 
and sit in parliament. Black South Africans 
were not allowed to vote and did not gain 
any political power. The white South  
Africans were still in total control of the 
country. 

Black resistance in townships

The United Democratic Front (UDF)


