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The Non-Stop Picket  

On 19 April 1986 the City of London Anti-Apartheid Group [City 

Group] launched a Non-Stop Picket outside the South African 

Embassy in Trafalgar Square calling for the release of Nelson 

Mandela.  In addition to campaigning for Mandela’s unconditional 

release, the Picket demanded the release of all political prisoners 

in South Africa and Namibian, and called for the closure of the 

South African Embassy in London.  The Non-Stop Picket lasted 

nearly four years until Nelson Mandela was released from gaol in 

February 1990. 

The Picket was a highly visible protest against apartheid. Through 

its constant presence, the Picket developed a distinctive 

appearance, culture and sense of community. Bright hand-sewn 

banners (often in black, green and gold, the colours of the ANC) 

provided a backdrop to the Picket, declaring its raison d'etre and 

picketers carried placards which declared their solidarity and 

commented on topical events and campaigns in South Africa. 

Members of the picket would leaflet and petition passers-by, whilst 

others made impromptu speeches on a megaphone or sang South 

African freedom songs. Larger themed rallies were held on Friday 

evenings, and on Thursdays the Picket's numbers swelled as 

supporters danced to the music of a group of street musicians, the 

Horns of Jericho. The culture of the Picket not only conveyed its 

political message of solidarity, but helped individual participants 

define their personal identities. 

About our research 

Non-Stop Against Apartheid: the spaces of transnational 

solidarity activism is a two-year research project funded by the 

Leverhulme Trust (RPG-072). It uses the Non-Stop Picket of the 

South African Embassy in London (1986 -1990) to critically 

analyse the spatialities of transnational solidarity activism. It has 

the following specific objectives: 

O1: To record a historical geography of the Non-Stop Picket. 

O2: To analyse how the political (and material) culture of the 

Picket produced particular understandings of transnational 

solidarity. 

O3: To investigate how the social space of the Picket enabled 

individual activists to develop and extend a sense of grassroots 

cosmopolitanism through their friendship networks with other 

activists. 

O4: To trace how individual activists experienced the emotional 

geographies of the Picket; and, how their involvement in the 

Picket has affected their lives in the intervening two decades. 

This project seeks to stimulate renewed debate about the value 

of transnational solidarity activism. This research is innovative in 

combining an analysis of the political and material cultures of this 

protest with attention to the long-term impact of participation on 

the lives of individual activists. 

. 

Ruthlessly well-organized 

Although the Non-Stop Picket could look shabby at times, it was 

highly organised. The Picket was organised through a weekly 

rota.  Each day was divided into 3 or 6 hour shifts.  Individual 

supporters (and, in some cases, organisations like Student 

Unions) would pledge to a regular shift.  Some shifts survived 

with a couple of people, others had over twenty regulars. 

On each shift one picketer was designated as the Chief Steward.  

Their role was to organise the other protestors, to ensure that 

whenever possible they were engaged in political work (not just 

hanging out), and they served as the main line of communication 

between the Picket and the police.  They kept a 

contemporaneous note of all activity on the Picket and carried a 

camera to record incidents – two practices that were vital for City 

Group’s high success rate in court (fewer than 10% of arrested 

ended in convictions). 

In these days when social networking sites help spread news of 

protests rapidly around the world, it is easy to forget how 

important print media and direct contact between activists were 

just over two decades ago. The Non-Stop Picket was organised 

not via Twitter and smart phones, but on landlines and with the 

aid of a pager held by the Picket rota organiser (quite high-tech 

for time). 
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