
SACBC STATEMENT 
 

ON 
 

END TO STATE OF EMERGENCY ENDORSED BY LAITY (8/8/85) 
 

The Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference and the Southern African 
Council for Catholic Laity – representing all Catholics in South Africa – have urged 
that the South African government lift the state of emergency and begin negotiations 
with credible black leaders, including those in prison and in exile. 
 
The Bishops state: 
“People who have lived through the horror of the townships in the last twelve months 
describe it as a ‘traumatic experience characterised by the thud of rubber bullets, the 
suffocating stench of teargas, the shooting, the screaming of hysterical children, the 
ruthless whipping of young and old mourners at funerals, the burning of tyres at night 
and army invasions. 
 
“The immediate cause of this unrest may have been an increase in rents or bus fares, 
an industrial strike or a boycott of schools in protest against the poor quality of 
education but the underlying cause is really the burning resentment in people’s hearts 
against the indignities, privations and denials of rights and opportunities stemming 
from the policy of apartheid. 
 
“Hearing of the tragic events in our country, Pope John Paul II has said of the policy 
of apartheid: ‘To those who suffer the violence of such an inhuman situation I express 
sentiments of profound participation and support’. 
 
“And we say now, as long as the system of apartheid prevails, the resentment and the 
unrest will never die down.” 
 
Voice deplored 
“In our ‘Report on police conduct during township protest’ in December 1984, and 
our statement in March on the Langa tragedy, we deplored the unnecessary force and 
violence used by the police. 
 
“We deplore the violence that has continued: The violence of the system, the violence 
of the police – acknowledging proper fulfilment of duty where this occurred – and the 
violence of those who, angered and frustrated beyond measure, have pursued in 
reprisal and political antagonism the path of destruction, injury, intimidation and 
killing. 
 
“This is the way of anarchy and chaos. The system bears the gravest responsibility for 
it. And unless the system is changed, the violence is not likely to abate. 
 
“A state of emergency has been proclaimed but many question its necessity in view of 
the statutory provisions for control and suppression that the government already had 
at its command. Others say there has been a state of emergency in South Africa for 
the past 25 years. 
 



Urgent discussions 
“In the circumstances, we add our voices to the call made upon the government to lift 
the state of emergency and to open urgent discussions with the real leaders of the 
people. But these discussions will be fruitless unless they involve recognised leaders, 
including those at present in prison, detention, awaiting trial and in exile. 
 
“Since the beginning of the year we have been promoting a campaign of prayers for 
peace. The growing unrest and the state of emergency are an invitation to intensify 
our efforts, remembering that there can be no peace without reconciliation and no 
reconciliation without justice. 
 
The council for Catholic Laity states: 
The Southern African Council for Catholic Laity – representing all Catholics in South 
Africa – has issued a declaration supporting fully the call by the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference to the government to lift the state of emergency and intensify peace 
initiatives by holding meaningful talks with the real leaders of the people. 
 
“There is no doubt that the turmoil in South Africa today has been given birth by the 
whole system of apartheid and all it represents. Apartheid with all its inseparable 
consequences developed over the years, and is an evil which is directly responsible 
for inflicting distress, suffering and misery on millions of South Africans. 
 
“The evil is now tearing this lovely country apart. For many years the voice of reason 
has appealed in vain to the authorities to abandon the policy of oppression, 
segregation and deprivation imposed so callously on the black, “coloured” and Indian 
people of this country. Those living under this yoke have been unable to contain their 
frustration and anger any longer. This cannot be suppressed even by a state of 
emergency and will continue until the whole system of apartheid has ended. 
 
Brutally condemned 
“The senseless violence and brutality taking place at this time is totally unacceptable 
and is condemned outright by the Council. The Council therefore appeals urgently for 
all the people of South Africa to give, as brothers and sisters, effect to Christ’s 
command to love one another. To achieve this end all white people, regardless of 
creed, must become aware of and understand the hurt, the misery and the deprivation 
to which people of other races are subjected through the system of apartheid, and the 
way in which it is imposed – not only by the authorities – but by the silent complicity 
and indifference of society. 
 

“There is an immediate need for everyone to do what is practically possible to 
bring people together to learn about one another so that prejudices can be 
replaced by a conversion of attitudes and laws, to achieve the promotion of 
peace and justice in place of division and oppression. 

 
“Consequently, the Council calls on the state president and his government to face the 
position now as statesmen and not as politicians, for their concern must be for the 
future of the whole country and all its people. 
 
“The government is urged to lift the state of emergency and be prepared to talk 
urgently with and listen to the real leaders of the people, including those in prison and 



in exile, so that the way to equal opportunity for all and a lasting peace may be 
found.” 


