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Abstract 

 

 This thesis aims to analyze the rise and fall of apartheid in South Africa.  Beginning with 

the Boer Wars, I set out to understand how a foreign minority such as the Dutch and British 

could effectively imprison the indigenous population.  I illustrate the extent of segregation and 

abuses inherent to the era of apartheid, as well as analyzing the variety of factors which led to its 

downfall.  Rather than a coup or world war, the reign of the National Party was brought to an end 

by a combination of small but ultimately devastating internal uprisings, and external sanctions 

and boycotts by the international community. 

 Upon apartheid’s end, a brief period of reorganization preceded the enactment of the 

Constitution of 1996, considered one of the most progressive constitutions ever written.  I 

analyze the content of the Constitution and its impact on future legislation, as well as its social 

and legal interpretation.  Finally, I conclude that due largely to the non-retributive precedent set 

by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission and legislation inspired by the Constitution, the 

socioeconomic gaps of apartheid have started to close.  Though there is much improvement left 

to be had, South Africa has made great progress rebuilding from apartheid.  
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Introduction 

The twentieth century saw the country of South Africa undergo massive political, social 

and economic changes, both for better and worse.  Most notably, the second half of the century 

was spent under a reign of institutionalized segregation known as apartheid.  During the period 

of apartheid, black and Colored1 South Africans were systematically alienated from all aspects of 

white society.  When apartheid ended in the 1990s, a Parliamentary Constitution that guaranteed 

a variety of progressive social and political rights for all citizens replaced this formalized system 

of inequality practically overnight. 

 In researching this thesis, my goal was to understand how such a dramatic change could 

have happened in the absence of a single, violent revolution.  The more research I compiled on 

the realities of apartheid, however, the more context I found necessary to understand how such a 

system could have come to exist in the first place.  Though this discussion could easily begin as 

far back as the mid-15th century, I found it sufficient for my purposes to explore South African 

history beginning with the Boer Wars at the end of the 19th century.  The goal, as I set out to 

explore the origins of apartheid, was to uncover how and why a dramatic minority of white 

South Africans had the desire and ability to maintain nearly unchallenged control over the black 

and Colored majority of the country for decades. Furthermore, how was it that apartheid came to 

                                                           
1 Both in the legislation passed during apartheid and every writing I have read about the era, the 

following racial classification has been used: White South Africans, Black South Africans, and Colored 
South Africans.  Though “Colored” holds deeply offensive connotations in the United States, it was not 
necessarily a derogatory term in the context of apartheid.  Rather, it was used to describe any citizen 
who is neither white nor black; any citizen of Asian, Indian, or mixed race would be considered Colored.  
Some writings consider Colored and Indian to be two separate races, while others do not.  I will be 
considering them as one for the sake of consistency. As “Colored” is an administrative term created 
solely for the sake of bureaucratic ease during apartheid, as opposed to an actual designation of specific 
race, it will be capitalized throughout this paper. 
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such a relatively subdued end?  In sharp contrast to the international stage today, there was a 

noticeable absence of military violence, replaced with a much quieter social and economic battle 

leading to the end of apartheid. 

 Once the questions behind apartheid’s birth and death had been sufficiently 

contextualized, I set out to answer a modified version of my original research question: What has 

been the effect of such an intense political change in such a short time?  One hypothesis would 

be to predict that a more progressive and liberal constitution in such a modern time would match 

the ideals of many other current first-world mentalities.  On the other hand, mere constitutional 

provisions seem insufficient to undo decades of legal and institutional racism.  Interpersonal 

struggle among the races obviously cannot be written out of existence by one document.   As 

such, I set out to answer the question of how effective the Parliamentary Constitution of 1996 

has been in setting forth its dramatic new ideals in terms of undoing the social, political and 

economic damage done during the apartheid years. 

 To accurately and objectively measure such an intangible sort of progress, of course, is a 

nearly impossible task.  Determining and judging the motivations of even one person’s actions 

towards another is hard enough, to say nothing of doing the same for an entire society.  

Furthermore, defining the extent to which any measurable change has been caused by any one 

factor -- whether that means constitutional provisions, legal interpretation thereof, or the social 

actions such as those taken by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission -- is impossible to 

definitively express.  With that said, accomplishing such goals in a concrete fashion are well 

outside the scope of this project. My aim with this thesis is to suggest some possible ways one 

might go about exploring the topic of social change in South Africa.  I will outline my own 

research into equality in educational opportunities and employment among the races, as well as 
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the level of violence in the country, all measured from 1993 – 2008.  Far from a certain decision 

based on this research, I hope only to contribute some ideas on how one can view and assess a 

post-apartheid world. 

I conclude with my own opinion that South Africa is on the way to realizing its goals of 

progress and peace.  Though there is a long way to go, the dramatic changes of the last twenty 

years have laid a foundation upon which unprecedented peace and equality in the nation can be 

achieved eventually. 

 

The Rise of the National Party 

The formation of the National party is a story of unlikely partnership between the British 

and Dutch settlers in South Africa2.  During the 19th century, both Dutch and British 

governments had found that South Africa provided a convenient port when traveling along India-

bound trade routes.  The two nations shared the various ports of South Africa in relative peace 

until the 1867 discovery of both diamonds and gold in the European-occupied regions3.  

Tensions between Boer and British occupiers grew steadily in the years that followed, 

culminating in the First Boer War of 1880 and the Second Boer War of 1899.  During the First 

Boer War, the Afrikaner army was able to resist British attempts to annex Boer territory in the 

Transvaal region4.  The Second Boer War, however, ended in 1902 with the British domination 

                                                           
2 Dutch settlers were also known as Boers or Afrikaners, and these terms will be used interchangeably in this paper. 
3 History Channel Editors, 2013. 
4 Duxbury, 1981 p 217. 
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of Boer forces. This led to the Peace of Vereeniging, which effectively placed the British 

military in charge of the diamond-rich Transvaal state.5 

Predictably, the British victory over the Boers led to a severe economic and social 

division between the two cultures.  While white South Africans from Britain enjoyed massive 

prosperity from both their political and geographic control over the mineral-rich region, 

Afrikaners became destitute.  The Boers, particularly in Transvaal, were routinely denigrated by 

British writers, soldiers and politicians.  Winston Churchill’s father, Lord Randolph, went so far 

as to remark that “The Boer farmer personifies useless idleness…He passes the day doing 

absolutely nothing…He is perfectly uneducated, [and]…his simple ignorance is unfathomable.”6   

Such treatment, combined with the inevitable British economic prosperity at the Boers’ 

expense, fostered deep resentment from Boer settlers in South Africa.  In the years immediately 

before World War II, British South African political groups coalesced into what would 

eventually become the United Party. This combination of smaller political parties ambitiously 

sought to include members from a variety of political and economic backgrounds in hopes of 

gaining majority support by which to promote South Africa’s relationship with Britain. 

It was, though, the very diversity of the United Party that led to its downfall.  As World 

War II grew, so did the division of ideals within the United Party regarding whether South Africa 

should join Britain in support of the Allied movement against Germany.  One Afrikaner sect of 

the United Party, led by J.B.M. Hertzog, broke away from the rest of the party in protest of the 

decision to enter WWII on the side of the British, and merged with the Gesuiwerde (Purified) 

                                                           
5 History Channel Editors, 2013. 
6 Smith, 2003 p 429. 
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National Party of Daniel Francois Malan to form the Heringde (Reunited) National Party.7,8  By 

the time of the seminal general election of 1948, the United Party’s decline and the concurrent 

growth of the HNP had reached such a level that the HNP was able to win the required number 

of seats to take control of South Africa.  Though the HNP did not win the popular vote, they 

were victorious in winning the required number of seats to win the election at large.  Daniel 

Francois Malan was elected Prime Minister of South Africa on May 26, 1948, and the National 

Party began its reign over South Africa.9 

 

 

Petty & Grand Apartheid 

 Almost immediately upon gaining power, the National Party began the systematic racial 

segregation of South Africa which would come to be known as apartheid.  From the Afrikaans 

word for “apart-hood,”10 apartheid began as a series of legislative acts.  These acts, later known 

as “petty apartheid,” used legislation to politically, socially and legally separate South Africans 

by race.   

With race, not nationality, as the new criteria for segregation, the decades-old social and 

economic distinction between the Boers and the British was erased in the eyes of the law.  

Having won the election with such a slight majority of House seats (and a minority of the 

popular vote), the National Party was acutely aware of the numerous physical and political 

                                                           
7 Sommerville, 1990 p 191. 
8 Ungar, 1985 p 193. 
9 Editors of Encyclopædia Brittanica, “F.W. de Klerk.” 2013. 
10 Afrikaans refers to the language spoken by many Afrikaner settlers.  It is a Germanic language which mixes Dutch, 
English, Bantu and other tribal dialects.  Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2014. 
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threats posed from the overwhelming black and Colored majority.  To defend themselves from 

the perceived aggression of the native tribes would take all of the National Party’s resources, and 

infighting between Boers and Brits would only lead to the downfall of both.  It was this fear of 

the black and Colored South Africans which led to the Afrikaners and the British South Africans 

banding together politically, and the subsequent stratification of South African society on the 

basis of race.11 

The National Party’s calculated racial segregation started with legislation designed to 

separate society on the most fundamental level.  The first two acts passed by the new 

government were the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act in 1949 and the Immorality Act in 

1950.  As the name implies, the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act served to nullify and ban all 

marriages made across any racial lines.  The Immorality Act served to further criminalize any 

sexual or romantic relations between white South Africans and non-white South Africans of any 

race, punishing all transgressions with prison sentences lasting up to seven years.12 

Having instituted segregation on the most fundamental level of family and relationship, 

the National Party’s legislation proceeded to institute it on a political level with the Population 

Registration Act of 1950.  It is important to note that skin color and lifestyle had equal weight in 

determining one’s racial classification in this Act; for citizens with unclear or slightly mixed 

racial background, teams of officials would examine factors such as native language and “Habits, 

education, speech, deportment and demeanor.”13  With such subjective determining factors, it 

became necessary for “specialized” Boards to be employed in borderline cases.  A darker-

skinned mixed-race citizen could become classified as black, and white citizens who were 

                                                           
11 Bundy, 1988 p 205. 
12 Omond, 1985 p 30. 
13 Chokshi, et al. 1995. 
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slightly darker in complexion and lived in a predominantly Colored neighborhood ran the risk of 

being classified as Colored.  Given the subjectivity of the matter, appeals to change one’s 

classification were common; in one year of records, 997 of nearly 1,200 appeals were 

approved.14  The biggest risks were posed to any children of a now-illegal interracial partnership.  

These children could obviously not be raised by both parents under one roof, and often had to go 

to schools separate from their white or black neighbors, simply for sharing common traits with 

each group. 

As these changes increasingly isolated white South Africans from the rest of society, the 

National Party shifted its focus from segregation to absolute political power.  It passed the 

Suppression of Communism Act in 1950 in order to develop the power to ban the actions of any 

groups or individuals whose ideals could be perceived as threatening to the government.  As 

inevitable rebellions occurred in the later years of apartheid, this act was complemented by the 

Sabotage Act of 1962, Terrorism Act of 1967 and finally the Internal Security Act of 1976.  

Together, these acts gave the government unlimited power by which to strip offending groups or 

citizens of all basic rights; indefinite detainment, surveillance and unwarranted arrest were well 

within the scope of the government’s power at any time.15 

The Group Areas Act, introduced in 1950 and finalized in 1957,16 became the final 

foundation piece of the National Party’s plan to divide South Africa.  In this act, every bit of land 

in the nation became appointed for use by only one of the newly-defined racial groups.  Any 

mixed-race neighborhoods were segregated, and the larger cities generally became “white 

territory.”  It has been estimated that over 3.5 million black and Colored citizens were forced to 

                                                           
14 Ungar, 1985 p 285. 
15 Omond, 1985 p 211. 
16 O’Malley, 1985 – 2005. 
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relocate, almost all of them to impoverished communities known as homelands which were not 

dissimilar to Native American reservations in the United States.17  These homelands would later 

become considered free political areas for blacks and Coloreds, on the condition that the citizens 

of these homelands gave up their citizenship to South Africa as a country.  With this legislation, 

the National Party had successfully created a complete social, political, physical and economic 

segregation of the country.  The various acts of apartheid ensured that all rebellions against their 

minority rule would be quelled, and the resources allotted to white South Africans ensured their 

fiscal stability and dominance over the region. 

With black and Colored South Africans thoroughly alienated, further inequalities began 

to arise.  The most fundamental of these was reflected in the education provided to the children 

of each racial group.  In this arena, the government considered black and Colored education 

unworthy of valuable economic and physical resources, and actively sought to minimize the 

expense of non-white schools.  Aside from a desire to use resources on its own race, the 

government justified such inequality by appealing to the second-class status of black and 

Colored citizens and their children.  Dr. Hendrick F. Verwoerd, who served as Prime Minister of 

South Africa from 1958 until 1966,18 was once quoted as saying that black Africans “should be 

educated [only] for their opportunities in life, [and not] above the level of certain forms of 

labor.”19  The inequality in educational opportunities for black and Colored youth was a 

microcosm of apartheid’s upshot as a whole; non-white communities were seen as neither 

deserving nor having use for resources, and were systematically denied them accordingly.   

                                                           
17 Ibid. 
18 Editors of South African History Online. “Hendrik Frensch Verwoerd.” 2009. 
19 Byrnes, 1996 p 56. 
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Along with this denial of resources to black and Colored South Africans, the National 

Party sought to remove their rights as South Africans entirely, in what would become known as 

“grand apartheid.”  Where petty apartheid aimed to separate and limit the rights of citizens based 

on race, grand apartheid had the pure and overt goal of removing non-white South Africans from 

the political and social landscape entirely.  Having passed legislation requiring racial segregation 

of every city in the country, the government instituted the Pass Laws Act of 1952.  This Act 

required all homeland residents to obtain and carry a passbook when moving in any white areas 

of South Africa.  In this passbook would be a citizen’s identification, racial categorization, and 

homeland.  Failure to have the passbook while outside the limits of one’s homeland would be 

cause for immediate arrest.20 

Though the Pass Laws Act in and of itself served as an extreme measure of social 

segregation, it also effectively created a system by which South Africa became a whites-only 

country.  Officially requiring carriage of passbooks when outside a homeland had the effect of 

delineating homelands as separate political entities, particularly when combined with the massive 

differences between them and white cities which already existed.  The institution of passbooks 

symbolized the final step in removing all non-white South Africans from the social, economic, 

and political structure of the National Party’s South Africa. 

Internal Rebellion 

 While the legislation of petty apartheid was controversial, it was often attributed to a new, 

insecure government aiming to assert itself.  As the National Party had a minority even among 

voters of its own race, an argument could be made in its defense as aiming to establish a 

precedent of control over citizens who could pose threats to the party’s democratically-earned 

                                                           
20 Horowitz, 1991 p 75. 
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power.  By the time that the Pass Laws Act was introduced, along with the final draft of the 

Group Areas Act five years later, it was apparent that the National Party no longer was acting out 

of fear, but now out of a desire for absolute white power.  Due in large part to the carefully 

calculated manner in which the government’s legislation had divided and deprived the 

population of resources, however, the newly-exiled black and Colored majority had little 

recourse against the oppressive new legislation.  In order to enact change, the non-white citizens 

realized that organization would be necessary.   

The first attempt at such organizing came with the formation of the Pan Africanist 

Congress (PAC) in 1959.21  The PAC was a political party consisting of members who had split 

off from the main party representing non-whites, the African National Congress (ANC), due to 

ideological differences.  Led by future South African president Nelson Mandela, the ANC’s 

focus was at least as social as political or economic.  As opposed to the more aggressive ideals of 

the PAC, the ANC’s mission statement even today reflects the social platform upon which it ran 

during apartheid: an inclusive economy, humane and sustainable living conditions, expansion of 

education and job training, health care for all citizens, and “social cohesion.”22  Between the 

ideals of the ANC and the PAC, the two Congresses together provided the highest-profile 

advocacy for those affected by apartheid.  The National Party shut down other, smaller groups 

before gaining traction, but it would take a State of Emergency to even temporarily decrease the 

influence of the ANC and PAC. 

Seeking to be a party of active resistance against their opponents in the National Party 

and the repressive laws the National Party had imposed, the PAC’s first demonstration came in 

1960.  At the call of their founding president, Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe, PAC members and 

                                                           
21 Editors of South African History Online. “Pan Africanist Congress,” 2009. 
22 ANC Election Manifesto, 2014. 
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their supporters gathered in the town of Sharpeville to protest the Pass Laws Act.  A peaceful 

protest, the demonstrators gathered in large numbers outside a police station without their 

passbooks, tasking the police with the challenge of arresting them all.  Though the demonstration 

was intended only to show a lack of support for the latest wave of legislation, it quickly turned 

violent when the police reacted by opening fire on the unarmed protestors.  It is estimated that 

nearly 70 protestors died and over 175 were injured in the aftermath, and Sharpeville became 

synonymous with the beginning of anti-apartheid protests.23  The National Party government 

reacted by immediately outlawing all sociopolitical resistance groups, such as the PAC and ANC, 

and declaring a State of Emergency in the township.  Using the powers of the Suppression of 

Communism Act, the declaration of a State of Emergency became the foundation for future 

expansion of government power against its opponents, real or perceived.24 

Violence continued for years in the aftermath of the Sharpeville protest on varying scales 

throughout the country.  Protests formed against numerous acts passed by the National Party, but 

one of the most famous uprisings was in protest to the educational inequalities set forth by the 

laws of apartheid.  Following Dr. Verwoerd’s time in office as Prime Minister, his attitude 

towards education for black and Colored citizens had become the accepted view of the National 

Party.  Schools in homelands and townships had substandard materials and a severe lack of 

qualified teachers, but were ignored by a government that had decided years ago that students in 

these schools were not meant to be educated.  As a result, students were taught that which they 

and the teachers knew; in terms of language, this meant African dialects or English.  In 1974, the 

Bantu Education Act of 1953, which had originally segregated all schools, was revisited by the 

Board of Education.  At this point, a previously-overlooked clause was put into effect.  This 

                                                           
23 Byrnes, 1996 p 26. 
24 Omond, 1985 p 211. 
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clause stated that Afrikaans, the Dutch-based language spoken by Boer settlers, was to be taught 

in an amount equal to English and African dialects. 

Over the next two years, multiple isolated rebellions against this change occurred.  Not 

only were there insufficient resources and teachers to teach Afrikaans to all township students, 

the change was seen as forcing the oppressed citizens to adopt the language of their own 

oppressors.  By June of 1976, tensions had become high and student boycotts against Afrikaans 

in township schools had become common.  During a protest in the township of Soweto, police 

again reacted to the protestors by opening fire.25  Unlike the Sharpeville incident, however, local 

residents this time responded with equal violence against the police and local government.  They 

attacked government workers and set fire to administrative buildings, requiring several days and 

massive government reinforcements for the uprising to be stopped.  By the time the violence had 

subsided, the destruction and loss of life was severe.  Casualty estimates varied greatly, but it 

was reported that roughly 575 civilians died and over 1,000 were injured in the uprising.26 

One could say that the Soweto uprising marked the beginning of the National Party’s fall 

from power, though the formal end was still nearly two decades away.  Not only did the uprising 

get the attention of the international community, it provided a platform and support for the 

resurgence of the ANC.  In the aftermath of the uprising and other protests around the same time, 

the ANC began an underground resurrection, launching minor attacks on government entities 

throughout the country.27  As the ANC’s subversive resistance gained traction, its targets became 

increasingly ambitious.  Eventually, ANC members reached the necessary sophistication to 

attack three coal-to-oil conversion plants in 1980.  A difficult set of targets no matter the context, 

                                                           
25 Byrnes, 1996 p 30. 
26 Francis & Marchese, Accessed 2014. 
27 Ungar, 1985 p 252. 
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this attack came at a time when international economic stress was being put on the National 

Party’s government.  Though it may not have been the full intent of the ANC, the attacks served 

as a show of solidarity with the international community in furthering an agenda of fiscal attack 

as a means to end apartheid. 

Domestic Economic Struggles & International Condemnation 

 Along with the rampant social conflict throughout South Africa as the institution of 

apartheid grew increasingly extreme, the nation began to suffer economic consequences as well.  

In addition to segregating South Africans by race, apartheid had the unintended effect of 

segregating and concentrating citizens by socioeconomic status as well.  What this meant was 

that to isolate white South Africans and allocate them a relatively consistent level of income, 

compared to the severe poverty inflicted upon the black and Colored citizens, was to also isolate 

one level of education and employment.  In his statement regarding the need to not educate black 

South Africans “above certain forms of labor,” Dr. Verwoerd effectively put forth the theory that 

black and Colored citizens existed to perform the menial duties not fit for white citizens.  This 

idea, though obviously supported by white South Africans and the expectations of the time, 

neglected to take into account the result of completely isolating these same groups.  In excluding 

black and Colored citizens from white society, the National Party’s legislation had the outcome 

of excluding them from the very workforce they were intended to support with their menial 

labor.28 

 At this point, it is helpful to refer back one century in South Africa’s history for context.  

Recalling that Afrikaners and British settlers originally fought over rich deposits of gold and 

diamonds, it reasonably follows that the menial labor required to obtain these goods was 

                                                           
28 Schwartzman & Taylor, 1999 p 113. 
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performed by the black and Colored workers doomed to such work forever by Dr. Verwoerd. It 

also stands to reason that such rich deposits of such valuable goods would quickly become a 

cornerstone of the South African economy.  In their article “What Caused the Collapse of 

Apartheid,” Kathleen Schwartzman and Kristie Taylor quote Mats Lundahl as observing that 

“The discovery of diamonds…and gold…constituted the beginning of a century of growth…that 

was among the fastest in the world.”29  In the same article, Schwartzman and Taylor explain a 

widely-accepted economic theory that advancing industrialization and advancing any labor 

market based on open competition will be inherently antithetical to any sort of segregation within 

the labor force.30 

 With this in mind, it becomes clear that the racial segregation enacted by apartheid also 

served to segregate the economy of South Africa.  The economy’s expansion began to outpace 

the growth of the white South African labor force, by a ratio of 5:2 as of 1960.31 Unskilled labor 

became predictably insufficient, and the government attempted to modify the rules of their own 

legislation to allow for outsourcing of certain subdivided tasks to the townships.  By allowing 

loopholes across certain segregated labor lines in industries up to and including the armed forces, 

the government hoped to reclaim some of the unskilled labor it had lost.32  All attempts proved to 

not provide sufficient recompense for the fiscal losses already suffered; by the mid-1980s, the 

South African economy was growing at an average rate of 0.2% annually, compared to an 

average growth rate of 3.4% twenty years earlier.33 

                                                           
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. p 114. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. p 115. 
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 Concurrent with this internal weakening of South Africa’s economy came a number of 

trade sanctions from the international community.  As news of the Sharpeville uprising spread, 

the United Nations began investigating claims of human rights abuses happening throughout the 

country.  Shortly thereafter, General Assembly Resolution 1761 became the first international 

condemnation of apartheid on November 6, 1962.34 In the years between General Assembly 

Resolution 1761 and the Soweto uprising some 14 years later, the international political scene 

became even more hostile to apartheid.  Marcello Caetano, the Premier of Portugal, was 

overthrown in 1974, which led to Portugal ending its occupation of both Angola and 

Mozambique in 1975.  When both countries established strongly anti-apartheid governments and 

South Africa found itself at odds with its own neighbors, as detailed in Appendix 1 of this paper, 

it made attempts to hold a military presence in Angola and Namibia in the interest of protection 

from guerilla fighters but was consistently forced to retreat.35 

 Though none of these attempts led to large-scale conflict, they proved politically 

damaging for the National Party government.  The United Nations condemnation of apartheid 

had now been on paper for over a decade; in that time, South Africa had responded to such 

criticism by doubling its military efforts and presence.  Fears began to arise in the international 

community that South Africa would continue to meet further disapproval with enhanced military 

operations.  In an attempt to avoid major conflict as international support for apartheid decreased, 

the United Nations revisited a non-mandatory arms embargo from 1963.  Resolution 181, as the 

embargo was known, read: 

                                                           
34 Davidson, 2013. 
35 Byrnes, 1996 p 31. 



20 
 

Taking into account that world public opinion has been reflected in General 

Assembly resolution 1761 (XVII) of 6 November 1962…Noting with concern the 

recent arms build-up by the Government of South Africa, some of which arms are 

being used in furtherance of that Government's racial policies…Regretting the 

failure of the Government of South Africa to accept the invitation of the Security 

Council to delegate a representative to appear before it, 

Being convinced that the situation in South Africa is seriously disturbing 

international peace and security…[The Security Council]: 

Calls upon the Government of South Africa to abandon the policies of 

apartheid and discrimination, as called for in Security Council resolution 134 

(1960), and to liberate all persons imprisoned, interned or subjected to other 

restrictions for having opposed the policy of apartheid…[and]  

Solemnly calls upon all States to cease forthwith the sale and shipment of 

arms, ammunition of all types and military vehicles to South Africa36 

Though the Resolution had originally been a request from the United Nations to the international 

community, the Security Council made the embargo a mandatory ruling on November 4, 1977.37  

The National Party’s apartheid legislation had now cost South Africa its unity, domestic 

economy and international security.  Despite all this, the nation still had wealth built upon its 

centuries of mining gold and diamonds, and thus a relatively steady economic hold in the 
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international market.  As long as international non-military trading remained steady, apartheid 

would be able to continue. 

 It was the end of such non-military trading which finally caused apartheid to collapse.  

While the United Nations launched broad, large-scale condemnation of apartheid, smaller groups 

around the world were putting pressure on their own national governments to follow suit.  In the 

United States, for example, students at universities across the country pressured their schools to 

cease investment in South Africa entirely.   

 The first high-profile university protest took place at Columbia University in April of 

1985.  When students at the University learned that their school had tens of millions of dollars 

invested in various Afrikaner-owned, apartheid-supporting companies,38 they staged what began 

as a small protest in front of Columbia’s administrative building.  Almost immediately, the 

protest became national news, and lasted for over two weeks. In light of the pressure both from 

students, the local community and American citizens nationwide, the Trustees of the University 

chose to divest all of Columbia’s money from any business operating in South Africa.39 

 This divestment began a chain reaction among American schools and institutions.  Public 

awareness of the human rights abuses being carried out under apartheid led to increased pressure 

to divest from South Africa, and an unofficial boycott between America and South Africa began 

to take shape.  Just four months after the Columbia University protest, Chase Manhattan Bank 

became the first international bank to officially end private loans to South Africa.  The decision, 

which was made “based on the political situation there,” meant that Chase Manhattan would no 

longer do its part to fund the cycle of debt and trade necessary for South Africa’s export 
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business.40  In her article “Can International Boycotts Transform Political Systems? The Cases of 

Cuba and South Africa,” Kathleen Schwartzman discusses that this decision led to a “snowball 

effect;” as more institutions began to follow Chase’s example of not renewing credit to South 

Africa, the costs of exporting goods became too high for the country’s economy to support.41  By 

1991, it was believed that sanctions had led to a maximum economic growth which would lead 

to “economic insecurity, a steady decline in living standards, and a continuing outflow of 

capital.”42  The domestic and international reactions to apartheid legislation had finally paralyzed 

South Africa’s economy, and the time for change had come. 

 

Assessment of Apartheid’s Downfall 

 In hindsight, one can accurately see the manner in which apartheid was dismantled, and 

how numerous smaller rebellions and changes led to the relatively peaceful end of an era.  

Though the racial and social strife and violence which plagued South Africa during this time 

cannot be ignored, it is still remarkable to note that a decades-long regime was effectively 

paralyzed and rendered ineffectual without the use of large-scale military action, war or any sort 

of foreign takeover. 

 To summarize the end of apartheid, it was taken apart both by domestic and international 

forces which worked in concert, apparently unintentionally, to make apartheid both economically 

and politically unsustainable.  Between the alienation of the working lower class and the violent 

protests being staged domestically, the nation’s resources went to maintaining unity in the face 
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of increasing division.  With no available human or economic capital to invest in progressing the 

state of the nation, apartheid put South Africa in an incredibly vulnerable position of relying 

upon the status quo of international trade for stability. 

 Thus weakened, the United Nations sanctions and ensuing trade embargoeappencis were 

the events which finally exhausted South Africa’s resources.  Though such actions may 

independently have been inconvenient but not life-threatening to the National Party’s rule, the 

timing of these embargos and sanctions came together with the already fragile state of affairs to 

force the end of apartheid.  Looking from a wider angle, it becomes clear that a variety of small 

actions and rebellions, rather than one large event, produced an environment in which apartheid 

could not hope to survive. 

The Winds of Change 

 Though a massive political and social change was inevitable, the National Party still had 

control of the government, and was effectively forced to assume responsibility for repairing the 

damage done to South Africa’s society and economy.  At the time of the international boycotts 

from banks worldwide, President Pieter Willem (PW) Botha was the first executive President of 

South Africa.43  Though a deeply conservative member of the National Party, Botha understood 

that concessions would have to be made to non-white South Africans in order to rebuild the 

country’s economy.  With this in mind, Botha made the bold move of conditionally offering to 

release ANC leader Nelson Mandela in 1985 from what had been a life sentence in prison.44  

                                                           
43 Editors of South African History Online. “Pieter Willem Botha,” 2009. 
44 Editors of South African History Online. “President PW Botha Offers Nelson Mandela Conditional Release from 
Prison,” 2014. 



24 
 

 After the ANC was declared illegal by the then-new apartheid legislation following the 

Sharpeville incident, Mandela had been tried in what became known as the Rivonia Trial of 

1963.45  Convicted on charges of sabotage and conspiracy to overthrow the government, he was 

sentenced to life in prison.46   Mandela, however, refused Botha’s offer of clemency, citing 

Botha’s condition that Mandela renounce violence and violent protests.  Declaring that the ANC 

used violence only “when other forms of resistance were no longer open to us,” Mandela saw the 

offer as a means to keep him, and the ANC, still effectively captive under the National Party.47 

 Meanwhile, the National Party endured multiple divisions as its members fought over 

how to best end the economic struggles brought about by apartheid without integrating South 

Africa’s society.  Many smaller conservative factions split off from the Party at large, though it 

still maintained control of the government.  After President Botha suffered a stroke in 1989,48 

Frederik Willem (F.W.) de Klerk was elected by the National Party as Botha’s successor.  

Almost immediately upon his election, President de Klerk began taking the steps to end 

apartheid.  On February 11, 1990, just nine days after his opening address to Parliament, de 

Klerk liberated all political prisoners of apartheid, including Nelson Mandela.49  Throughout his 

presidency, de Klerk proceeded to meet often with leaders of all races in an attempt to bridge the 

divisions caused by apartheid.  Most importantly, de Klerk lifted the ban that the National Party 

had placed upon the ANC and PAC following the Sharpeville incident. 

 Though de Klerk’s immediate dismantling of a decades-old system of society was a 

dramatic new policy, white South Africans generally accepted his actions as the only course 
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following the economic struggles that plagued the country.   Though it is unclear whether there 

were disagreements between Boers and British South Africans over ending apartheid, a 1990 poll 

of all white South Africans found that only 21% felt they were better off than they had been 

before de Klerk’s administration.  In contrast, 46% answered that they had been made worse off 

in the last decade of apartheid. 50   When de Klerk called a referendum proposing further 

dismantling of apartheid, nearly 70% of white voters supported his ideas.51   Finally, in the 

summer of 1993, de Klerk led the National Party into an agreement with the ANC.  In this 

agreement, both parties decided on a multi-race, multi-party, majority rule election to take place 

following the end of de Klerk’s term.  In April of 1994, this election led to an ANC victory, and 

the nation voted Nelson Mandela to be the first president to lead South Africa in a post-apartheid 

society.52  After centuries of division and inequality, South Africa was suddenly a blank political 

canvas, ready to become an equal, just and unified nation.   

Rebuilding After Apartheid 

 President De Klerk’s decision to formally end apartheid began a complete and nearly 

instantaneous change to South Africa’s entire political and social identity.  After half a century of 

institutionalized segregation and violence along racial and socioeconomic lines, he spoke of a 

new government designed to oversee “a totally new and just constitutional dispensation in which 

every inhabitant will enjoy equal rights, treatment and opportunity in every sphere of endeavor – 

constitutional, social and economic.”53  This was to be the transference of political power from 
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the hands of an extremely wealthy minority to every citizen, with the goal of an objective and 

uniform distribution of power. 

 The first formal attempt to regain a sense of national identity upon which to build the new 

South Africa came in the form of the Convention for a Democratic South Africa, or CODESA.  

First convened in 1991, the CODESA involved de Klerk meeting with numerous leaders of 

various South African tribes, townships and states to discuss the rebuilding of the country.54  

Among other goals, the CODESA sought to begin the foundation of basic rights which would 

dictate the beginnings of South Africa’s new constitution.  A Declaration of Intent to this effect 

was signed by 19 of the 21 leaders present, missing only the endorsement of Conservative Party 

leaders.55  Though the CODESA would eventually meet twice and dissolve twice, its themes of 

political equality and universal suffrage would continue as cornerstones of South Africa’s 

rebuilding. 

The Interim Constitution of 1993, put into effect the night of the April 1994 general 

election, was the first formal attempt at institutionalizing and expanding upon the rights set forth 

in the first CODESA Declaration of Intent.56  Though a formal Bill of Rights would not be 

formally presented until the final constitution in 1996, the Interim Constitution’s preamble spoke 

of “a need to create a new order in which all South Africans will be entitled to a common South 

African citizenship in a…democratic constitutional state in which there is equality between men 

and women and people of all races so that all citizens shall be able to enjoy and exercise their 

fundamental rights and freedoms.”57 
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 Not surprisingly, extreme conservative white South Africans represented the final support 

for a system of apartheid this transition.  After the abuses of power they enjoyed during the 

apartheid years, they rightfully feared retaliation from the newly empowered black majority.  In 

an attempt to maintain separation even in the absence of political domination, a sect of the 

Conservative Party petitioned the government for construction of a volkstaat.  A reverse of 

apartheid-era delineations, the volkstaat would serve as a white-only independent state within the 

borders of the country at large.58  In the interim constitution drafted in 1993, a Volkstaat 

representative committee was approved; however, a volkstaat has never come to exist under 

modern government.59 

 One crucial factor, both in analyzing the lack of a volkstaat and the unified transition 

towards a constitutional democracy, is the existence and role of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC).  Chaired by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the TRC was the committee 

responsible for holding responsible those members of the National Party who had committed 

punishable human rights violations, as outlined by the UN.60  Though often compared to the 

Nuremburg Trials, given its role as a distributor of justice after such systematic abuses, it is 

critical to understand that the TRC has been widely seen as restorative and not retributive.61  

Instead of handing out prison and death sentences to those who had harmed black and Colored 

South Africans, the TRC offered “conditional amnesty” to offenders.  Upon publicly stating in a 

TRC hearing that political motivation was behind their actions, offenders who came forward 

with complete details of their violations could apply for amnesty.62 
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 This unprecedented handling of such abuses has sparked decades of debate.  Detractors 

point out that this constituted a “free pass” for perpetrators of massive and horrific abuses.63  

Without punishment, opponents of the TRC argue, there has been no justice.  At the same time, 

the justification for this restorative approach was best summarized by Archbishop Tutu, when he 

said “The applicant [for amnesty] must…make his admission in the full glare of 

publicity…Often this is the first time that an applicant’s family and community learn that an 

apparently decent man was, for instance, a callous torturer…There is, therefore, a price to be 

paid.”64  It is this attitude that may have contributed to a volkstaat never being realized.  By 

removing a rational fear of retribution from white South Africans, the TRC allowed for the 

public acknowledgement of the violations committed during apartheid, but without further 

division among races and classes.  In this way, South Africans could move forward in a more 

unified fashion, and begin drafting its constitution. 

Apart from the fringe conservatives seeking to remove themselves from the politics of 

rebuilding South Africa, there was general support for the Interim Constitution, as evidenced by 

a 1992 all-white referendum in which 68.6% of participants supported de Klerk’s negotiations to 

end apartheid and desegregate the country.  South Africans of all races and tribes had been 

severely and negatively impacted by the policies of apartheid, and the idea of change was 

welcomed.  The Interim Constitution called for many of the rights which would be central points 

of the Constitution of 1996, such as equal status in all legal matters, protection against direct and 

indirect discrimination, life, dignity, and the right to enter and leave the Republic without fear of 

losing citizenship.65  
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At the same time, the diversity of races and groups sharing South African citizenship was 

staggering.  A conservative Afrikaner group, the Volksunie, once argued that “you cannot change 

a Xhosa, Zulu, Afrikaner, Venda, Tswana, Swazi, etc. into a colourless (sic) homogenic (sic) 

human frame called a South African.”66  Though this argument was used in support of creating a 

volkstaat, it also served to pose the question of how a diverse collection of tribes, creeds and 

races can live under one law in harmony.  To maintain peace and improve the lives of all South 

Africans after apartheid, a constitution would have to be created by which citizens of all 

backgrounds would abide.  The results of such broad legislation designed to unify such a diverse 

population would be an unprecedented study both in human nature and intra-national relations.   

The Constitution of 1996 

 The answer to the question of written law as a unifying tool can be examined by 

investigating the content and success of the final Constitution of 1996.  The constitution, 

originally known as Parliamentary Act 108, was drafted in January of 1996, but not formally 

approved until December of that year. In the Interim Constitution, it was decided that any new 

text must be deemed by the Constitutional Court to be consistent with the principles it laid out 

before it could be enacted as law, and any part of it which violated a provision of the Interim 

Constitution would have to be altered.67  As such, the final product served to solidify, expand 

upon and formalize the rights presented in the Interim Constitution’s preamble.   

The first section of the first chapter declares: 

The Republic of South Africa is one, sovereign, democratic state founded on the following values: 
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(a) Human dignity, the achievement of equality and the advancement of human rights and 

freedoms. 

(b) Non-racialism (sic) and non-sexism. 

(c) Supremacy of the constitution and the rule of law. 

(d) Universal adult suffrage, a national common voter’s roll, regular elections and a multi-party 

system of democratic government, to ensure accountability, responsiveness and openness.68 

 With such a foundation, the Constitution proceeds to outline what is arguably the most 

liberal and progressive Bill of Rights in written law.  Where the various acts passed during 

apartheid served to institutionalize the elimination of personal as well as political rights, the 

Constitution serves to reinstate them.  In addition to political rights such as equality before the 

law, freedom of religion and expression, and fair trials, the Constitution outlines numerous 

specific economic and social rights designed to inspire legislation to promote equality of lifestyle.  

Among these rights are a constitutional guarantee of land, life, food and water.  By attempting to 

assess the effectiveness of putting such rights into a written constitution, one can begin to 

measure the success of the Constitution of 1996. 

In addition to its political effects, the implementation of the Constitution signified the 

formal end of a complete social upheaval on all levels of South African society.  After the 

policies of apartheid and the decades of interracial conflict and disarray which preceded those 

policies, a nearly overnight change created a constitutionally-mandated standard of equality and 

unity.  The world waited to see if the new constitution could provide the foundation for a culture 

of equality as effectively as it had inequality.   
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Legislation as Social Compass 

 The changes called for in the final Constitution were sweeping and dramatic, and came in 

the midst of massive social change.  Moreover, the provisions outlined would be useless without 

effective interpretation from the courts and lawmakers to formalize them in judicial doctrine, 

legislation promoting social and economic equality and most important, effective 

implementation of legislation.  It is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide a thorough analysis 

of what might be termed the “politics of implementation.”69  Thus, definitive conclusions about 

effectiveness of the new constitution are also outside the scope of this paper.  My aim is to 

provide a preliminary discussion of such issues, including some thoughts on how to best explore 

them.  The parts of the Constitution which I have chosen to examine are, in my opinion, the most 

standardized and effective way to measure progress in post-apartheid South Africa.  They are by 

no means the only examinable factors, and my analysis is by no means an exhaustive review of 

these provisions.   

Instead, I am seeking only to outline some measurable changes which may at least be 

partial functions of the new constitutional provisions.  I do not definitively attribute these 

changes to the constitution or its pursuant legislation.  I will merely be examining the degree to 

which change has occurred in the last 20 years, and the degree to which inequalities may remain. 

For this analysis, I will be considering three distinct provisions held in the Constitution’s 

Bill of Rights.  As these provisions seek to rectify a variety of the fundamental injustices brought 

about by apartheid legislation, an analysis of their effectiveness under the Constitution will 

provide insight as to the document’s effectiveness in repairing the damage done to South African 

politics and society. 

                                                           
69 Stryker, 2007. 



32 
 

 The first of these provisions pertains to education.  As discussed earlier, apartheid 

legislation ensured that black and Colored South Africans would be denied adequate, if any, 

educational opportunities.  In his statement that black and Colored citizens needed lower levels 

of education to match their lower calling in life, Dr. Verwoerd illustrated both the intent and 

effect of the educational inequalities brought about by apartheid.  It is an obvious parallel to 

draw that poor educational opportunities, even in an otherwise equal society, will lead to 

dramatically worse employment and financial prospects in the future.  By systematically 

degrading the schools, teachers and materials provided to non-white citizens, apartheid created a 

lasting cycle by which these citizens would never achieve any sort of equality in life.  In order to 

break this cycle and create an equal and just distribution of wealth throughout the country, the 

new constitution would have to generate and maintain an equal and just distribution of education 

among all citizens. 

 Building upon the analysis of modern levels of equality in education, the next provision 

to analyze will be that which calls for equal opportunity in the workforce.  Though the 

Constitution allows for legal regulation of certain professions, it explicitly states that any South 

African citizen may pursue any career he or she may choose.  No form of discrimination or 

irrelevant obstacle is allowed under constitutional law, and fair labor practices are called for in 

the doctrine.  To actually accomplish such high standards, however, implies cooperation on a 

personal level in addition to merely adhering to the letter of the law.  Though the Constitution is 

clear in its requirements of fairness in the job market, such change requires employers to not 

discriminate or favor one race or tribal affiliation over another.  By analyzing changes in the 

demographics of various professions, a picture can form of how much or little has changed since 

the end of apartheid.  As noted before, it is all but impossible, and outside the scope of this paper, 
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to assess how much credit for this change must go to the Constitution or legislation after it.  That 

being said, the effects-based approach of analyzing demographic changes can provide a solid 

foundation for future examination. 

 Finally, an analysis of the two broadest subsections within the Bill of Rights will provide 

a wider perspective on South Africa’s progress in the years since apartheid.  The second and 

third rights provided in the Constitution are the right to protection of basic human dignity, and 

the right to life.  With no further context, these two provisions are subject to broad interpretation.  

For the purposes of analyzing the effect of legislation on social conduct, they are interpreted as a 

constitutional protection against racial or socioeconomically-based violence.  Compared to an era 

of dramatically unequal protection for black and Colored citizens and the subsequent 

victimization of those groups at the hands of white citizens, the new era of change should 

provide a decrease in such violence and an increase in punishment for offenders.  By analyzing 

figures of interracial violence and intimidation in post-apartheid South Africa, one will be able to 

track the effectiveness of these provisions for the country at large.  

Analysis of Education Inequalities 

 During apartheid, inequalities in educational opportunities became a fundamental means 

to maintain white superiority throughout South Africa.  Black and Colored citizens, seen as 

second-class and having no potential for employment past menial jobs, were allotted 

dramatically fewer resources with which to educate their children.  With substandard textbooks, 

schools and teachers, it was all but a guarantee that higher education and the improved lifestyle it 

provides would be the exclusive domain of white South Africans.  In order to undo the social and 

political injustices caused by apartheid, Mandela’s Parliament knew that change would have to 
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come from the very foundation of the social structure: equal educational opportunities for all 

citizens, regardless of age, race or status. 

 Chapter 2, subsection 29 of the Bill of Rights in the Constitution of 1996 reads: 

1. Everyone has the right – a. to a basic education, including adult basic education; and b. to 

further education, which the state, through reasonable measures, must make progressively 

available and accessible. 

2. Everyone has the right to receive education in the official language[s] of their chose in public 

educational institutions[…]. In order to ensure the effective access to, and implementation of, 

this right, the state must consider all reasonable educational alternatives, including single-

medium equity; practicability; and the need to redress the results of past racially discriminatory 

laws and practices. 

3. Everyone has the right to establish and maintain, at their own expense, independent 

educational institutions that do not discriminate on the basis of race; are registered with the 

state; and maintain standards that are not inferior to standards at comparable public 

educational institutions.70 

 In this provision, the Constitution serves to explicitly and immediately mandate a more 

level field of opportunities for all citizens.  It addresses both the opportunity and quality of 

education provided to all, and its effectiveness can be measured by assessing these two factors.  

If this were to be interpreted by the court system to signal a need for some sort of affirmative 

action for non-white South Africans, then it would be more likely that the provision could begin 

to undo its apartheid-era counterpart. 
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 Simply by the inclusion of this provision, and the legislation it inspired, it can objectively 

be said that it succeeded in erasing legislative racism in education resource allotment.  As 

discussed earlier, education under apartheid was determined by race; black students went to 

black schools, Colored students attended Colored schools on their homelands, and white students 

attended white schools in the cities.  As for Departments of Education, there were 15 completely 

separate entities each serving one racially-segregated district.  Thus, black school districts on 

black homelands were governed by an entirely different Department of Education than a white 

school district in a white urban area.71  Though there was one Department which oversaw the rest, 

it was controlled by the apartheid government and ran no schools itself.  With this in mind, it is 

hardly a surprise that the inequalities put upon non-white students went unnoticed and 

unaddressed. 

 After the passing of the Constitution, there remained similar division but on completely 

different lines.  Rather than dividing schools by race and distributing resources arbitrarily, the 

government divided South Africa into nine provinces, raised revenue and distributed it evenly 

among each province to use. Each province had the authority to use the money for any 

combination of education, healthcare or any other social programs it chose, but each province 

had equal resources with which to work.72  While an unequal distribution in favor of black 

provinces might more accurately redress past inequalities, this could set a precedent of collecting 

retroactive damages rather than the goal of proactive equality.   

 One issue which cannot be erased by simple provisions, however, is the physical 

segregation of the nation, and spending inequalities which may come with this.  It stands to 

reason that black school districts would have much higher need for all programs to which the 
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government’s aid would be applied, and could therefore run the risk of still not allocating as 

much funding as a white school district might.  In Appendix 2, it is shown that as of 2001, black 

districts spent nearly 1,000 fewer rand per student than white school districts, have roughly 3 

more students per teacher, a 0.7 unit decrease in teacher quality, and a 93.5% rate of qualified 

teachers as opposed to a white district’s 99.5%.73  Though this obviously does not qualify as 

equality under the terms of the Constitution’s provisions, it also marks a huge improvement over 

apartheid-era norms; similar measures taken thirty years earlier would reveal over twice as many 

students per teacher and a staggering 85% of teachers unqualified.74   

In higher education, there is evidence that affirmative action was practiced in at least 

some instances after enactment of the new Constitution.  The University of Cape Town has only 

recently found that race is not the only “indicator of disadvantage” when assessing its applicants, 

and openly discusses a longstanding use of racial affirmative action.  Citing their demographic 

split of 37% White, 21% Black, and Colored/Indian 22%, a notice recently posted that they will 

begin using “alternative criteria” for the 2015-2016 school year’s admissions.75 

Accordingly, it appears that massive improvements in the educational opportunities for 

black citizens have been enacted, though there are still more to be addressed.  One interpretation 

of the data presented above is that a multiracial middle class is beginning to develop in the void 

left by apartheid.  Where there was once nothing but a massively wealthy elite white class and a 

deeply impoverished set of black and Colored lower class, the redistribution of funds and wealth 

in the post-apartheid era is leading to the creation of a middle class.  As a new generation of 

black and Colored citizens begins to receive adequate education, one can reasonably assume that 
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the reformed middle class will have an improved, if not entirely equal, representation of black 

and Colored citizens.  

Analysis of Employment Opportunities 

 A logical measure after analysis of education for citizens is to see if any effect has been 

shown yet in the employment market of South Africa.  Though only 18 years have passed since 

the enactment of the Constitution of 1996, it would be very telling of its success to see an 

increase in black and Colored workers in a variety of fields.  As compared to the downward 

cycle of substandard education consigning citizens to a lifetime of menial employment, one 

would hope to see an increase in education equality leading to an increase in workplace diversity. 

 Though race is not explicitly noted in the Bill of Rights’ discussion on employment 

opportunity, it does provide for the following guarantees: 

Every citizen has the right to choose their trade, occupation or profession freely.  The practice of 

a trade, occupation or profession may be regulate by law… 

Everyone has the right to fair labour (sic) practices… 

Every worker has the right to form and join a trade union…[and] to strike. 

Every employer has the right to form and join and employers’ organisation (sic).76 

 Combined with provisions calling for equality in educational opportunities, it stands to 

reason that these ideas could facilitate increased equality in the workplace.  As discussed in 

chapter 9, the massive inequalities during apartheid left South Africa without a functional middle 

class; it was this very polarization of wealth which caused the economy to collapse, and a void 
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which would have to be filled in order to re-stabilize the nation.  Given the open nature of the 

non-existent middle class and the newly-educated black and Colored population, one definition 

of success here would be a proportional equalization of each race in the workplace.  If 50% of 

the eligible white population is in the labor force, then 50% of the eligible black and Colored 

populations should be in the labor force as well.77 

 To obtain a starting picture of the potential workforce in post-apartheid years, it is helpful 

to look at trends in the Gross Domestic Product of the country.  As shown in Table 2, the end of 

apartheid brought about nearly instantaneous growth to the failing economy.  Starting in 1993, 

GDP began a consistent rise at an average rate of 3.1% annually.78 Recall that economic growth 

by the middle of the 1980s had slowed to a mere 0.2% annually.  In each analysis of South 

Africa’s economy, a slight dip is seen between 2005 and 2008; this is consistent with nearly 

every other economy on the planet, as the global economy in its entirety suffered losses.79  

Though the GDP does not shed any light on the racial breakdown of the workforce, it does 

provide a foundation by which to interpret employment data from various time periods. 

 With GDP consistently on the rise, the next question to address is the ratio of various 

races in the workforce.  In Appendix 3, we see the beginning of equality in this regard.  Black 

participation in the workforce has increased over 25% between 1993 and 2008, from nearly 43% 

active to nearly 54% active.  In this same time period, white participation has decreased roughly 
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is that total population does not take into account eligible population.  Without an accurate measure of who is 
able, willing and of age to work within each race, proportion compared to total population will not accurately 
reflect any sort of progress. 
78 Liebbrandt et al. 2010 p 6. 
79 Ibid. 
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6%, from nearly 69% active to just over 64% active.80  These numbers, though not nearly 

identical among the races, demonstrate a clear trend towards equality.  As the differential in the 

spread between black and white workers continues to drop, it can reasonably be inferred that the 

demographic of the workplace is becoming closer to even. 

 Despite this apparent success, the true gauge of equality among the races is the level of 

purchasing power earned by each.  One could easily say that the numbers presented above are 

meaningless if the breakdown of employment still finds black citizens in menial, apartheid-era 

employment.  To call the enactment of the 1996 Constitution a success, black workers must be 

on track to enjoy equal economic status with white citizens, not simply equal representation in 

the workforce. 

 As seen in Table 3, this still is an area of pervasive inequality, but with a glimpse of hope.  

One interpretation of the data presented is that black workers throughout the nation have 

consistently made a fraction of the wages paid to white workers.  Before the Constitution, 1993 

figures show black workers earned only 19.47% of the wages paid to white workers.  As recently 

as 2008, that figure has increased to only 22.92%.81  However, another interpretation shows that 

income for black workers is increasing at over five times the rate of white workers; black 

workers in 2008 earned an average of over 22 more rand per month than their 1993 counterparts, 

compared to an increase in only 4 rand for white workers over the same time period.82 

 These numbers, like those for education, show a marked trend towards equality.  Albeit a 

slow-moving trend, the fact remains that opportunities for black and Colored citizens are steadily 

increasing.  As shown in an analysis of wages, there is still a massive discrepancy between the 

                                                           
80 Ibid. p 9. 
81 Ibid. p 11. 
82 Ibid. 
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earnings and subsequent purchasing power of each race.  Despite that fact, it appears that the 

provisions enacted in the Constitution of 1996 laid the foundation for change in post-apartheid 

South Africa.   

As with educational progress, the words of the Constitution are meaningless if interpreted 

very narrowly by the courts and legislature.  Within five years of its passing, however, the 

Employment Equity Act (EEA), Skills Development Act and Preferential Procurement Policy 

Framework Act had been passed by legislators.83  The EEA, in particular, brought the goal of 

equality down to an individual level.  While it called for equality based on group traits such as 

race, it stated that “suitably qualified people from designated groups have equal employment 

opportunities and…[representation] in all occupational categories…”84  Here, we can see that the 

ideas put forth in the Constitution were in fact brought to life with legislation.  Though perfect 

equality still has yet to be achieved, it appears that the gaps between races in the workplace are 

closing steadily. 

Analysis of Social Change 

 As shown by many of the numbers above, the Constitution of 1996 enabled sweeping 

changes to the social structure of South Africa through its enactment, with promising results.  

While inequality in the opportunities afforded to each race of citizen exist even today, trends in 

the last two decades have shown promising movement towards a more equal and balanced 

society.  Though this is true for the educational and occupational foundations necessary for an 

equal chance at economic equality, it paints an incomplete picture of life since apartheid.  In 

                                                           
83 Klug, “Achieving Rights,” 2014 p 5. 
84 Ibid, quoting EEA. 
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order to fully analyze the effect of legislation on attempts to reverse a decades-old social system, 

there must be analysis of both its social and economic impact. 

 To begin this analysis, it is necessary to turn once again to the Bill of Rights as presented 

in the Constitution of 1996.  The three rights first named read: 

9. Equality – a. Everyone is equal before the law and has the right to equal protection and 

benefit of the law.   

b. Equality includes the full and equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms.  To promote the 

achievement of equality, legislative and other measures designed to protect or advance persons, 

or categories of persons, disadvantaged by unfair discrimination may be taken.  

c. The state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more 

grounds, including race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour 

(sic), sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language and 

birth. 

d. No person may unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more 

grounds in terms of subsection c.  National legislation must be enacted to prevent or prohibit 

unfair discrimination 

10. Human dignity – Everyone has inherent dignity and the right to have their dignity respected 

and protected. 

11. Life – Everyone has the right to life85 

                                                           
85 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, ch 2, subsections 9 – 11, emphasis added. 
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 Here, the Constitution has formalized an intolerance for any and all discrimination as 

seen under apartheid.  These provisions reflect the intensity of South Africa’s desire for a 

progressive society marked by social equality for all citizens.  The intangibility of measuring the 

motivation behind one’s actions, however, makes these ideas the hardest to enforce and measure.  

In attempting to do so, the first task is to define “direct” and “indirect” discrimination.  We will 

assume for this analysis that the European Union’s definition of each term will be used; this 

assumption comes from the heavy European influence in South Africa’s culture, especially with 

regard to the framers of the Constitution. 

 To paraphrase EU definitions, direct discrimination refers to what one might call overt 

racism: unequal treatment between two otherwise-identical people in two identical situations 

simply due to one person’s race is direct discrimination.  Indirect discrimination, on the other 

hand, refers to a certain provision or practice which systematically leaves one racial group at a 

disadvantage.86  In the United States, the doctrine of indirect discrimination is referred to as 

disparate or adverse impact,87 and signals that practices that systematically disadvantage black 

Americans may be found to be discriminatory, regardless of the intentions of the actor. 

Under the provisions of the South African Constitution, neither overt (direct & racially 

motivated) nor indirect discrimination are acceptable, though the interpretation of the meaning of 

these provisions lies with the courts.  However, if the definitions of discrimination were given 

the same meaning in South Africa as in the European Union, and provisions against indirect 

                                                           
86 Mercat-Bruns, 12. 
87 Pedriana & Stryker, 2004 p 30. 
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discrimination could be fortified by aggressively enforced legislation, the provisions against 

discrimination laid out in the Constitution would be much more likely to be effective.88 

 There are literally dozens of possible benchmarks by which to measure the social respect 

with which each individual in South Africa is treated. With this in mind, I aim to pick one 

relatively objective measurement from which inferences can be made about as many of these 

rights as possible.  For the purposes of this analysis, the most relevant method is to analyze the 

level of violence in the nation.  It is, unfortunately, no surprise that apartheid-era rates of 

violence are difficult to come by.  Given the incredible differences in rights afforded each race, it 

makes sense that violence brought about by white citizens against black or Colored citizens 

would be far more likely to go undocumented.  Estimates of the number of non-white citizens 

killed by white citizens or police during apartheid range from a few thousand to in the millions.  

With this in mind, the most concrete assessment of the Constitution is to analyze the homicide 

statistics which can be confirmed. 

 South Africa objectively has one of the highest rates of violent crime in the world, a fact 

often used to malign the advent of post-apartheid legislation.  Numerous white supremacist 

groups, in particular, have formed to protect themselves against what they perceive as a backlash 

from non-white South Africans.89  These groups assert that the country has been “given over to 

black rule,” and the rampant violence taking place is a result of this change.  A commonly cited 

instance by these groups is the frequency of “farm murders.”  These murders involve the death of 

British or Afrikaner farmers at the hands of anti-Afrikaner radicals, and are often unnecessarily 

torturous and brutal.90  Meanwhile, black and Colored citizens have also clearly found 

                                                           
88 Ibid., and Pedriana & Stryker, 2012 p 3. 
89 "South Africa After Apartheid.“ 2011. 
90 Steyn, 2011. 
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themselves the victims of violence from white South Africans, continuing from the days of 

apartheid.91 

 Just as with educational and occupational changes brought about by the Constitution, the 

level of violence in South Africa has decreased massively from apartheid-era levels, though it 

also has much room for improvement.  According to 2008 figures, the homicide rate in South 

Africa was estimated to be 36.3 per 100,000 that year.  For the sake of comparison, the homicide 

rate in the United States during the same year was 5.4 per 100,000.  South Africa is one of the 

most violent countries in Africa, and in the top 10% for violence in the world.92 

 Though this is the case, a cursory look at the trends since the end of apartheid show that 

these figures cannot be taken out of context.  In 1995, one year after Nelson Mandela’s election, 

the homicide rate was 64.3 per 100,000; this is nearly twice the current homicide rate.  Since 

1995, the homicide rate has declined every single year for which there are figures.93  With this in 

mind, one can infer that adherence to the provisions regarding protection of life and human 

dignity has risen.  It is difficult to measure specific inter-racial violence levels, as well as the 

motivations behind each specific act of violence, but it is clear that the overall notion of human 

dignity and a right to life is increasingly respected. 

Concluding Thoughts 

Though South Africa still faces severe, intense turmoil, it seems by all accounts that the 

decisions of President de Klerk and his Parliament have at least started to bridge the gap between 

the violent segregation of apartheid and the substantially greater equality indicative of a 

progressive and modern nation.  Effective and exhaustive measurement of the wide range of 
                                                           
91 Ibid. 
92 UNODC. “International Homicide Statistics.” 2004. 
93 Ibid. 
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rights called for in the Constitution of 1996 is a project beyond that which can be accomplished 

for this project, but I have aimed to contribute ideas to the discussion of how one might go about 

assessing the social, economic and political changes in the decades following apartheid. 

The transition into and out of apartheid holds a number of lessons.  It is a story of power 

and fear being used to effectively imprison a majority of an entire nation, and how cooperative 

international efforts combined with internal protest were able to dismantle such a regime without 

the use of mass violence.  By analyzing the nation’s descent into apartheid as well as the internal 

and international factors that led to the dismantling of apartheid, I believe we may all gain 

insight and perspective into the benefits of common goals and perspective in the international 

stage today.  Though it is impossible to fully quantify the role of a written Constitution and 

future legislation in realizing these changes, it is fascinating to see and understand the role of 

each in creating and changing social norms as a nation’s international standing concurrently 

changes.  Most importantly, the actions of Archbishop Tutu and the TRC show that no hope of 

democracy can be realized without unity among its participants.  Upon his election as president, 

Nelson Mandela continued to advocate a policy of forgiveness and rebuilding, rather than 

seeking retribution and redress.  By focusing on the rebuilding of a broken system as opposed to 

revenge against enemies, South Africans have been able to work together to mend the damage 

done and move forward into a progressive, united democracy.  
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Appendices and Figures: 

Appendix 1: South Africa’s Proximity to Mozambique and Namibia.  Source: 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/africa/africa_6_97.jpg 

 

 

Appendix 2: Table 1; Resources in Primary Schools, Western Cape, 2001.  Source: Fiske and 

Ladd, 2005 p 17 
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Appendix 3:  Table 2; South African Labor Participation Rates by Race, 1993-2008.  Source: 

Leibbrandt and Woolard, et al. 2010 p. 9 

 

 

Appendix 4: Table 3; Average Monthly Wage by Race, 1993-2008.  Source: Leibbrandt and 

Woolard, et al. 2010 p. 11 
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