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Apartheid 

 

 The seeds of apartheid started as early as the 17th century, when Dutch settlers created a colony 

that would later become Cape Town, South Africa and continued taking up land until they ran into the 

indigenous people, the San and Khoikhoi. Due to the superior weapons of the Dutch, they easily 

defeated the San and Khoikhoi, providing them with extra land and cheap slave labor. The colony kept 

expanding, and by 1775 fifteen thousand Europeans lived in Cape Town. The majority of these people 

called themselves “Afrikaners” because they spoke a Dutch-based language called Afrikaans. Most 

were part of the Dutch Reformed Church, whose main belief was that the races should be separated and 

that whites should rule all others. 

 This laid the groundwork for apartheid in the 20th century. Rural Afrikaners (called Boers) 

pushed further inland until they clashed with Bantu-speaking tribes. For most of the 19th century, these 

two groups fought. Despite the extensive losses on both sides, the Boers' weapons eventually provided 

them with an advantage. During the fighting, Britain took control of Cape Town in 1814, and crushed 

all rebellions, embittering Afrikaners. In 1833, when Britain abolished slavery in all their colonies, 

Afrikaners (Boers in particular) left the colony and moved farther in land, taking slaves with them. This 

mass migration is referred to as the Great Trek. Inland, the Boers met the Zulu tribe, and another 

conflict occurred. Due to their superior weapons, the Boers defeated the Zulu, but not without losses of 

their own. Two independent colonies were created, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal. 

 The purpose of the Great Trek was to live away from British rule and continue slavery, but 

diamonds were discovered in the Orange Free State, and gold in the Transvaal. People (mostly British) 

flocked to these two colonies, and soon the amount of Boers was outnumbered by the British. In order 

to maintain their positions, Boers refused to allow anyone other than themselves to vote or receive 

citizenship. Britain soon sought control of these lands, and after a one year war (the Boer War) it won.  

 In 1910, South Africa was created from four European colonies (the Cape Colony, Transvaal, 

Orange Free State, and Natal) and the oppression of non-whites changed from a belief to an official 

government policy. Only whites were allowed to vote, the best jobs went to them, and in 1913, 92.7 

percent of the  land was set aside for white citizens. 

 Nothing about the new laws was fair, especially when looking at how the population was 

divided. In 1987, 19 million people were labeled as black, and only 4.5 million where white. The infant 

mortality rate for urban blacks was around 20%, but only 2.7% for whites. The teacher/pupil ration was 

1:60 in black schools, but only 1:22 in white schools.  



 One of the most humiliating laws was that of the pass books, in which every black person was 

forced to carry a pass book that listed every thing about them, including police record, job, etc. Non-

whites were not allowed to travel outside their “homeland”- the region in which the government said 

they came from, which was frequently inaccurate. 

 The African National Congress (ANC) was formed in 1912 in order to combat the oppression 

which blacks faced. One of the most prominent figures of the ANC was Nelson Mandela.  The 

organization planned days in which all members would perform a sit-in, and refuse to go to work. 

These organized rebellions proved a problem for companies, and also alerted the attention of outside 

countries. The Defiance Campaign of 1950 was a peaceful rebellion where coloreds and blacks used 

“White-only” restaurants or “White-only” buses, and refused to move until they were served. Police 

retaliated violently,  compared to the protesters. 

 In all developed countries around the world, people and governments were ridding themselves 

of apartheid and discrimination, but South Africa fought to keep it. When the Freedom Charter was 

written, a document that in plain terms told the government what they wished to receive, it was 

denounced as Communist. 

 In the 1960s, armed rebellion began. Sabotage was carried out. But the ANC was unable to 

compete with the government in terms of brute force. In the 1970s, the Soweto uprising occurred, and 

caused many countries to change their dealings with South Africa. Students from numerous schools 

began protesting in the streets after the government announced that all lessons must be in Afrikans, 

instead of English or the indigenous language. Police opened fire upon the crowd, killing first four 

people, but as the protest spread, over 100. 

 Pressure from outside nations and the economy caused South Africa to re-negotiate the terms of 

apartheid. First, the most offensive rules were removed, but soon the entire regime crumbled. South 

Africa's apartheid ended with the first free election, in 1991. The ANC won, and has been in power 

ever since. 

 Apartheid had no place in modern society, and was a drag upon the economy of South Africa. 

Although South Africa was not the only country to practice apartheid, its version was most severe and 

most condemned worldwide. 
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