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Women’s Struggle. South African History Archive Collection, Johannesburg. Photograph: A. Sooful

South African  
Anti-apartheid T-shirts: 
Screening for Change

Images and slogans on T-shirts in South Africa during the 1980s were tools of resistance  
and acted as political statements. Anti-apartheid activists’ narratives and memories display  

a complex network of protest activities during apartheid that has yet to be studied. 

by Avitha Sooful

This study provides a reading of T-shirts worn by 
anti-apartheid activists that popularised polit-
ical figures, slogans of protest and affiliations 
to banned political organisations. T-shirts be-
came attire for the South Africa anti-apartheid 

masses during the 1980s as an interface of communication 
announcing resistance and protest with activists’ bodies 
acting as a «medium upon which to write its messages» 
(Vincent 2007: 80).
These T-shirts acted as an alternative platform and strategy 
of resistance believed to have the potential for political and 
social change like radio programs, newspapers and graffiti in 
public spaces. Such unassuming garments subverted domi-
nant norms of political battle, uniforms and the machinery 
of violence. Likened to army fatigues that state a person’s 
position in society, political T-shirts provided similar place-
ment to those who wore them within the resistance frame-
work. Images or logos were often hand-screened on cheap 
white “Chinese” imported T-shirts that remained long lasting 
promotions of ideas and philosophies that counteracted the 
ideology of Apartheid and therefore had political purpose. 
The American history of the T-shirt provides insight into an 
interesting period of social becoming. As apparel, T-shirts 
began as a one-piece (shirt and pants) underwear garment 
available in white only and these were issued to American 
soldiers from as early as the 1800s (Real Thread 2021; Rush-
OrderTees 2020; Bewakoof 2018; Phung 2018). The wear-
ing of the one-piece garment soon spread to employees in 
industries such as agriculture and manufacturing and, as 
conditions were often hot, the garment was adjusted by 
separating the top from the bottom, but retaining them as 
underwear (Bekhrad 2018). In a relatively short time, the 
T-shirt asserted itself as a shirt rather than an undergar-
ment (Shopworx 2019).
The earliest T-shirt print is traced to 1942, when a soldier pro-
moting the Air Corps Gunnery School appeared on the cov-
er of LIFE magazine (Fetch 2021). In 1948, Thomas Dewey’s 
political campaign as a Republican candidate for presidency 
included slogans printed on T-shirts that encouraged voting 
for him. Further, T-shirts and political activism were prolif-

ically used during the Civil Rights Movements in the 1960s 
and 1970s (Richardson 2020). This evidences the T-shirt as 
being established within a political space, early in its history.
There is a paucity of information on the use of political ap-
parel during liberation struggles in the global South, and 
South Africa’s democracy post 1994 provides space for 
such interrogation. This article considers the wearing of 
anti-apartheid T-shirts in South Africa during the 1980s as a 
political tool to encourage political change. As a method to 
create historic context, anti-apartheid activists’s narratives 
and reflections are employed via semi-structured, conversa-
tional interviews so that authority of origin is established on 
historical apartheid experiences. To collate information for 
this research, purposeful sampling was used. Although par-
ticipants were specifically contacted telephonically for the 
interview process, their participation in this study was solely 
voluntary, and an informed consent form was signed prior 
to the interview. The criteria used in the selection of the par-
ticipants were that they were all anti-apartheid activists and, 
secondly, their different forms of social involvement during 
the 1980s would provide diverse perspectives. The focus of 
the interview questions considered the impact of anti-apart-
heid T-shirts within black communities and when worn dur-
ing a protest action and, secondly, the value attached to the 
image or text screened on a liberation struggle T-shirt. 
All three individuals were personally interviewed by the 
author. Two of the participants, Don Joseph (male, aged 74) 
and Ujala Sewpersad (female, aged 58), were interviewed 
in Durban and Venitia Govender (female, aged 56) was in-
terviewed in Johannesburg. Don Joseph currently owns a 
printing company in Durban and had printed thousands of 
T-shirts for various anti-apartheid organisations from the 
1970s to 1994. Ujala Sewpersad was a student activist during 
the 1980s and had printed numerous T-shirts during this pe-
riod using a portable home-made wooden table construction 
that allowed for a maximum three-colour image screening. 
Venitia Govender is a social justice activist and had been in-
volved in South African politics from the age of fourteen and 
as a university student, she served on the former University 
of Durban-Westville’s Student Representative Council (UDW-
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SRC) during the 1980s. The university is currently known as 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban.
All three participants provided different experiences 
and interpretations relating to the value of anti-apartheid 
T-shirts. In this way, the T-shirts are acknowledged as hav-
ing greater social agency as a political strategy and as tools 
used by organizations. The T-shirt becomes a metaphor for 
the struggle against apartheid and an instrument of subver-
sion. This article considers in its content, the establishment 
of power relationships and methods used to enable power.

Apartheid South Africa 

“Apartheid was hard. You felt trampled,
 you felt less than human most of the time” 

(Venitia Govender 2021)

Apartheid ideology constructed a segregated population 
of white and black citizens. Restrictive laws were ga-
zetted to ensure the subservience of black citizens, for 
example, documents such as the “dompass”1 were com-
pulsory identification records that black citizens had to 
carry with them at all times. Failure to produce such a 
document upon request from the police resulted in an 
immediate arrest. Another example of an undignified 
apartheid experience was forced removals. Black infor-
mal settlements (townships) that expanded too close to 
the white suburbs were referred to as “black spots” and 
forcibly removed by the police and army, as their pres-
ence was seen as posing a threat to security and lifestyles 
of white citizens. Removal of these Black families (com-
posed mostly of women and children) were removed 
to alien places that lacked infrastructure and means of 
transportation to places of work.
Apartheid, simply stated, was an ideology of political, 
economic and social domination of black people by 
white people under the guise of a “separate but equal” 
racial policy.2 The inhumanity experienced by black peo-
ple in South Africa resulted in protest actions, such as 
strikes and demonstrations that resulted in a continued 
presence of the police and army in these black town-
ships. Needless to say, the relationship between the fig-
ures of authority (police and army personnel) and black 
residents were often violent. South Africa in the 1980s, 
experienced the height of the apartheid struggle, which 
was characterised by waves of mass action, strikes and 
protests that became trademarks of open defiance; to-
gether with the strengthening of trade unions and com-
munity-led organisations as workplace platforms, they 
served the anti-apartheid agenda well (Seidman 1999; 
Kuumba 2002). 
The struggle against apartheid took many forms, 
amongst these was the formation of various organisa-
tions that allowed for political activities that were secre-
tive and illegal, namely: The African National Congress 
(ANC), The Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO), the 
Worker’s Organisation for Social Action (WOSA), the 
Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), The United Democratic 
Front (UDF), and the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM) 
amongst many others. The military wings, Umkhonto we 
Sizwe (MK) and the Azanian People’s Liberation Army 

(APLA) belonging to the ANC and PAC respectively, were 
frequently reported in the media as violent threats to 
apartheid stability. 
Another strategy was the use of “people’s culture” as a 
form of mass communication. There were three impor-
tant strategies inherent in people’s culture. Firstly, it 
allowed any person to be creative (song, dance, poet-
ry, fine art), secondly, the idea of being creative togeth-
er created comradeship (factory floors were platforms 
for creative activities), appreciation and identity within 
communities. Thirdly, culture is about communication 
amongst people and this communication was about 
people’s realities and experiences during apartheid ex-
panding on the idea that culture remained a continually 
evolving but shared process. 
According to Jan Pieterse, both Amilcar Cabral and 
Frantz Fanon believed that culture was a necessity in any 
liberation struggle against an oppressive state. Culture 
was a process of creating national markers that inform 
identity and mobilising them towards nation-building 
and liberation (Pieterse 1995). In South Africa, a national 

Liberation slogan. South African History Archive Collection, Johannesburg. 
Photograph: A. Sooful 

identity was informed by its mass culture of defiance and 
a history of racist experiences that contributed to a sep-
aration between “us” and “them”. The markers that con-
tributed to a liberation identity were repeated symbols, 
messages and images that were screened on T-shirts and 
posters or hand-written on banners that together created 
a national consciousness (Kgotsisile 1982). 
There were various organisations both within and outside 
the borders of South Africa that contributed to the “print” 
culture during apartheid. The Medu Art Ensemble (Botswa-
na) played a pivotal role in promoting resistance to apart-
heid in South Africa. Medu’s focus was to train nationals 
and exiles with graphic arts and design skills, these being 
one of six skills it offered (Kellner & González 2009). The 
Culture and Working Life Project at the University of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal in Durban (South Africa) during the late 1980s 
played a significant role in training cultural and factory 
workers affiliated with the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions (COSATU). These workers were trained to verbalise 
and visualise their apartheid experiences in the forms of 
art, music, dance, poetry and writing, by registering for ei-
ther short or long-term programmes (Malange 2010). Com-
munity Arts Project (CAP), community organisations that 
were also established in many of the major South African 
cities, provided basic training to community members that 
helped them develop self-confidence in using rudimentary 
approaches to creating artworks, prints on T-shirts, slogans 
on banners or writing up posters. 

T-shirts as tools of resistance
During apartheid, T-shirts became a surface for political 
history to transcribe onto. A major benefit in using visual 
imagery was that it served as an educational tool to the 
majority of black South Africans who had little or no for-
mal education during apartheid. Printed T-shirts served 
as communications of defiance such as the rent increase 
protest in Sharpeville and Sebokeng (1984), the boycott 
of South African fruit such as Outspan oranges (1970), or 
the bus boycotts (1957). A T-shirt function was to also com-
memorate events, such as the Sharpeville Massacre (1960) 
or the Soweto Uprising (1976). The wearing of specific an-
ti-apartheid leaders’s images, for example Nelson Mande-
la or Oliver Tambo (ANC), Chris Hani (SACP), Steve Biko 
(PAC), linked an individual’s association with a specific or-
ganisation and its ideals. 
Liam Hess (2018) likened a T-shirt to a second skin that, 
within a political setting, contributes to incite awareness 
to a cause that can both pre-empt change and bring pe-
ripheral conversations into focus. With this in mind, the 
African National Congress (ANC) amongst other banned 
organisations realised that it was imperative that greater 
pressure be applied on the apartheid government (Press 
Release 1989). The support sought by the ANC, based in 
Lusaka, came from international sympathisers, individ-
uals and organisations, from the United Nations Educa-
tional Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and 
from countries such as the Netherlands, United Kingdom 
and neighbouring African countries. Apartheid South Af-
rica became increasingly isolated from the international 
community. In December 1968 the UN adopted Resolution 
2396, which called on all states and organisations to with-

draw educational exchanges with South Africa, and in De-
cember 1980 the UN General Assembly adopted a specific 
resolution, 35/206E, on cultural, academic and other boy-
cotts of South Africa (Terry 1988: 4-6).
Whilst international pressure was maintained, the wear-
ing of T-shirts with any anti-government sentiments was 
banned, as such garments denoted associations with “ter-
rorist” or communist organizations and acted as publicly 
unacceptable political statements (Ho 2018) that construed 
as civil disobedience or resistance. The banning of clothing 
as items of political resistance is not new. It is documented 
throughout history that imposing a ban remains a mecha-
nism of stemming the truth. For example, the hand-spun 
cotton in India became a tool of resistance against British 
cotton imports during India’s occupation by the British. 
Indians were encouraged not to purchase imported cotton 
but rather use home-spun material, thus legitimising mate-
rial as possessing agency (Coghlan 2019; Miller 2005). 
Politics is a public space and clothing has political signifi-
cance (Miller 2005). According to Joel Penny (2012: 2319), 
political T-shirts «are deliberately used by their wearers 
as identity labels for the purpose of advancing persuasive 
messages» and as such the body is necessary for this act. 
During apartheid, political T-shirts were used regularly 
at mass demonstrations, funerals, community marches, 
memorials, strikes, boycotts (Kurtz 2009) and as daily 
attire in African townships. T-shirts with anti-apartheid 
images or slogans were in high demand. One of the rea-
sons for the demand was that the depictions of banned 
organization’s logos or portraits of individuals served to 
popularise political figures and their ideas, and to further 
organisational appeal to the masses. Image wearing on 
T-shirts provided a specific narrative to an audience and 
it indicated an alignment in shared ideas between the 
wearer and the political image, thus providing political 
purpose. Another important fact was the extended life 
span of a message advertised on a T-shirt, when compared 
to a pamphlet. This was verified in a personal interview 
held in Durban on the 6 May 2021 with Don Joseph, an 
anti-apartheid activist, who stated: «You know a handbill 
gets torn and through this, you will be wearing the shirt 
for weeks and weeks and months and the message doesn’t 
change» (Joseph 2021).
There were various images, often repeated that were print-
ed. For example, the face ok Black Consciousness Movement 
(BCM) leader Steve Bantu Biko’s was repeatedly printed on 
T-shirts that emphasise his resistance. His portrait as an im-
age of resistance was worn at political rallies and funerals of 
other activists killed by the State (Vincent 2007). There were 
many other slogans and images, such as Free Mandela that 
was depicted either as a slogan, or with a portrait image sup-
ported by clenched fists in chains or handcuffs. According to 
Stuart Hall (1996), texts or slogans as sources of power hold 
tension and, for this reason, they were purposeful when 
printed or sprayed as graffiti on walls. 
The image of the fist was a symbol of power, denoting 
strength, just as the image of a dove indicated peace. Wear-
ing such images on T-shirts brought about an awareness of 
the turmoil that encapsulated South Africa. In an interview 
held in Durban on 5 May 2021 with Ujala Sewpersad, another 
anti-apartheid activist, she claimed that T-shirts with politi-
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cal images or slogans provided a sense of power to the wear-
er and acted as ammunition against apartheid: 

I think power is vested in the person because he or 
she chooses the T-shirt because it resonated with 
their views. The T-shirt on its own is just an object 
but the person who wears it then gives the T-shirt its 
meaning. I think that it influenced how you thought 
because if you went to a rally and you saw a lot of 
people wearing the same T-shirt, you felt you were 
part of something that was bigger, it wasn’t just you 
and actually I think, it strengthened your resolve 
(Sewpersad 2021).

Interestingly, Sewpersad (2021) indicated that the meaning 
attached to a political T-shirt was also prescribed by the po-
lice and government, who associated it with terrorism or 
communism3 and for this reason banned it. To dress in such 
attire would invoke the arm of the law and by implication, 
then, a T-shirt has power. 
The wearing of T-shirts to various funerals, marches, strikes, 
community events was interchangeable. For example, a Free 
Mandela T-shirt would be worn at a United Democratic Front 
(UDF) rally and there was acceptance amongst the people 
present that this was a form of protest against the apartheid 
government and that you were part of the struggle. T-shirts 
also identified specific groups of people aligned with particu-
lar organisations. The black, green and gold in an African 
National Congress (ANC) T-shirt, a Congress of South African 
Trade Union (COSATU) red T-shirt and a UDF T-shirt that was 
white with a red slogan immediately identify specific groups 
of people, and in this instant, one encounters «power within 
the public domain» (Hall 1996: 280). 
In a third personal interview held in Johannesburg on the 
14 May 2021 with Venitia Govender (anti-apartheid activist), 
she narrated the importance of T-shirts with slogans as a cru-
cial aspect of the struggle. The garment served as a tool of 
awareness, not only about the image it displayed, but more 
importantly, to claim back human dignity. The political 
T-shirt as an object continued the defiance when activists 
were gagged, the reason for the apartheid government’s ban 
on such apparel.

You know, we were able to say things we could not 
verbalise on our clothing. It was also an expression of 
what we felt. So, of these t shirts, we were not buying 
it we were making it. And, it was really part of being 
an activist. It was not just an appendage or an acces-
sory, it was really part of it. In those days, it was very 
difficult to articulate some of those feelings, some of 
those sentiments. You could not make mention of 
Umkhonto we Sizwe,4 it was a banned organisation, 
so you could not say anything. But it was okay to put 
it on our t shirt (Govender 2021). 

The T-shirt became a very visual, non-violent defiant cam-
paign with a specific objective. It also served as an educa-
tional tool. Portraits of leaders such as Nelson Mandela, Ol-
iver Tambo, John Dube amongst others as printed images 
encouraged activists to know them, read their books, or the 
extracts or thoughts that they pronounced. 

UDF Logo. South African History Archive Collection, Johannesburg. 
Photograph: A. Sooful

UDF slogan. South African History Archive Collection, Johannesburg. 
Photograph: A. Sooful

Salute to women. South African History Archive Collection, Johannesburg. 
Photograph: A. Sooful 

One of the key defining things for me during that 
time was the level of political education we were 
undergoing on a very regular basis with each other 
as comrades as cades, you know as groups of peo-
ple with a common ideology and a common idea. 
The PEBCO Three,5 or the Cradock Four,6 nobody 
would ever remember them. They were embold-
ened on our chests with their pictures, the only 
picture that existed (Govender 2021).

Communication amongst activists and within local com-
munities was paramount and T-shirts served this purpose, 
whether hand-written or silkscreened, different sectors in 
society made them. T-shirts were personalised, there wasn’t 
a single one-size-fit-all. According to Govender (2021), a local 
struggle of a small mass meeting with twenty people was as 
important to print on a T-shirt as a call for a national strike. 
There was never a protest march where everyone wore the 
same type of T-shirt print, there would always be a diversity. 

This indicated that a T-shirt as a site of resistance 
on local, regional or national levels, was impact-
ful in its display. 
I think what happened inside South Africa was 
what created the space for a transformation to 
happen. I don’t think we got our freedom from 
outside. I don’t think that. T-shirts as items of de-
fiance was actually in the public face of the enemy 
on a daily basis (Govender 2021).

In unravelling and understanding the narratives provid-
ed by Joseph, Sewpersad and Govender on South African 
political history, their shared experiences and memories 
display a complex network of activities during apartheid, 
a world within a world. It would also appear that the use 
of T-shirts as a purposeful, visible, positioned strategy 
against apartheid, was a successfully employed tactic. 
The question arises, what other positions of strategy were 
employed by anti-apartheid organisations to maintain the 
momentum of defiance against the segregationist regime? 
The narratives recited by the three anti-apartheid activists 
resonate with the notions of T-shirts embodying resistance 
and that the visual language on the shirt served as ammu-
nition against authority. More importantly, the T-shirt as 
an educational tool has an additional shared perspective, 
that has not been considered before. It is for this reason 
that memories of events and practices during apartheid 
are narrated by individuals who were part of these events 
so that a written history is legitimised. 
This article indicates that the history of apartheid has not yet 
been fully documented in a way that legitimises what had 
happened. A large part of the struggle is still retained within 
memories by activists, rather than in legitimate publications 
or available as images documenting the expansive experi-
ences during apartheid. This article serves as a process of 
documenting this history, utilising one of the few tangible 
forms to legitimise it: political T-shirts. This study contributes 
to the re-evaluation of South African history and the address-
ing of gaps in the existing literature. The history recovered in 
this research is a partial celebration that is positioned within 
the larger narrative of South African history.
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NOTES
# - This document controlled and restricted the movement of black 
people during apartheid. It contained details about the individu-
al, including a photograph, fingerprint, address, the name of her/
his employer, how long the person had been employed, and other 
identifying information. These passes became the most hated and 
despicable symbols of apartheid (Boddy-Evens 2%#&).
2 - Throughout South African apartheid history, each successive 
government reinforced the extensive policies that further separat-
ed white and black people. These policies institutionalised racial 
discrimination based on skin colour. Amongst these dehumanising 
policies were: 
• The Native Land Act, No. 27 (#(#)) that prevented an African from 

buying or hiring land in South Africa. Black people were confined 
to 7% of South Africa’s land and could be moved as per the will of 
the government (South African History Online 2%#7). 

• The Population Registration Act No. )% (#(+%) that required peo-
ple to be identified and registered from birth as belonging to one 
of four distinct racial groups: White, Coloured, Bantu (Black Afri-
can) and other (Boddy-Evans 2%#&). 

• The Group Areas Act (#(+%) and the Natives Resettlement Act, No. 
#( (#(+,), which reinforced land dispossession and segregation 
in South Africa. These Acts divided South African residential ar-
eas along racial and ethnic lines designating residential areas for 
Blacks, Whites, Indians, and Coloureds. This resulted in many 
forced removals from areas like District Six and Sophiatown up-
rooting millions of black people and resettling them in alien areas 
without infrastructure (South African History Online 2%#-). 

• The Bantu Education Act No. 47 (1953) developed a specific educa-
tional package for black children that ensured their limited educa-
tion. Their education was centralised under the Bantu Education 
Department with a pupil to teacher ratios of 46:1 in 1955 and 58:1 
in 1967. Due to the poor educational offering, there was a lack of 
teachers, and many underqualified “teachers” (South African His-
tory Online 2011).

) - Communism was flagged as a major thread by the apartheid 
government to Christianity, the belief system of white citizens and 
opulent white lifestyles.
, - This was the armed wing of the African National Congress. 
Translated, it means, “Spear of the Nation”.
+ - The Port Elizabeth Black Civic Organisation (PEBCO) was estab-
lished in #(7( to fight for equal rights for all. Activists, Sipho Hashe, 
Champion Galela and Qaqawuli Godolozi who belonged to PEBCO 
were murdered by the security police in #(&+.
- - The four activists, Goniwe, Fort Calata, Sparrow Mkhonto and 
Sicelo Mhlauli. were arrested at a roadblock and murdered by the 
security police in #(&+. They all resided in the town of Cradock.
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Le magliette sudafricane  
anti-apartheid:  
stampare per il cambiamento

L’ideologia dell’apartheid in Sudafrica è stata com-
battuta attraverso la formazione di varie organizza-
zioni politiche e con diverse strategie di resistenza 

che, secondo Håkan Thörn, miravano tutte a rendere il 
paese ingovernabile.
In particolare negli anni ’80, magliette stampate con di-
verse immagini e slogan anti-apartheid sono state usa-
te per comunicare la protesta attraverso il corpo stesso 
degli attivisti. Esse sono diventate una superficie su cui 
trascrivere la storia politica presente e passata, ad esem-
pio la protesta per l’aumento degli affitti a Sharpeville e 
Sebokeng (1984), il boicottaggio della frutta sudafricana 
(1970) o quello degli autobus (1957), eventi come il mas-
sacro di Sharpeville (1960) o l’insurrezione di Soweto 
(1976). Indossare immagini di leader anti-apartheid, ad 
esempio Nelson Mandela o Oliver Tambo (ANC), Chris 
Hani (SACP) o Steve Biko (PAC), associava un individuo 
a una specifica organizzazione e con i suoi ideali.
Le immagini visive servivano come strumento educativo 
per la maggior parte dei neri sudafricani, che durante l’a-
partheid potevano ricevere poca o nessuna istruzione for-
male. I ritratti dei leader della resistenza hanno incoraggia-
to gli attivisti a conoscerli, a leggere i loro libri e i discorsi.
Altro aspetto importante, le magliette stampate permet-
tevano di continuare la sfida quando gli attivisti venivano 
imbavagliati. Nonostante la pressione internazionale, il go-
verno vietò di indossare magliette con messaggi antigo-
vernativi, ritenute segno di appartenenza a organizzazioni 
“terroristiche” o comuniste. 
Come emerge dalle esperienze raccontate dagli attivisti 
anti-apartheid con i quali sono state condotte le intervi-
ste alla base di questo studio, indossare una T-shirt “di 
lotta” significava incarnare la resistenza, rappresentare vi-
sivamente la propria posizione, dispiegare contro l’autorità 
un’“arma” cruciale fatta di immagini e parole.

ABSTRACT ENG

Apartheid as an ideology in South Africa was fought 
on many levels using various strategies. This study 
provides a reading of T-shirts worn by anti-apartheid 
actiYiVtV tKat SoSXOariVed SoOiticaO figXreV� VOoganV oI 
SroteVt and aIfiOiationV ZitK banned SoOiticaO organiVa-
tions. This article considers the wearing of “struggle” 
T-shirts as a visual representation of resistance. The 
T-shirts personalised the wearer’s position and served 
as a “weapon” against authority with the visual lan-
guage and text that accompanied an image.

Keywords: Apartheid, history, power, narratives, activism
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