South Africa Case Study

Introduction

The nation of South Africa is still recovering from racial conflict that has plagued its population since the 1600s. Since that time, a small white minority has ruled a large black majority through varying forms of control. When the separation of races was legalized in the 1950s, it left nonwhites prisoners in their own land, with very little power to change their situation. While the transition to universal freedom has been anything but smooth, slow and steady change arrived in South Africa in the 1990s. 
European Influence

European presence in Africa grew the fastest in South Africa. By 1865 the white population numbered nearly 200,000, and Europeans steadily asserted their control over the black majority and their territory. The Zulus were the strongest of the indigenous (local or native) groups in South Africa, and under Chief Shaka, they created a large and centralized South African state in 1816. Their highly disciplined warriors and military organization made them a “force to be reckoned with,” but they were still no match for the British Empire. 


European expansion into South Africa began in 1652 when the Dutch established a station for Dutch ships passing through the area. They then began settling on large farms throughout South Africa. The Dutch called themselves Afrikaners, and they developed a language known as Afrikaans that was a combination of local words and Dutch. They were also known as Boers (the Dutch word for farmers) and they believed that their white superiority was ordained by God. As time went on, they wanted more and more land, and their greed led them to displace and exploit native African tribes. 

British influence in the region began during the Napoleonic Wars when they seized areas occupied by the Boers. The Boers clashed with the British and eventually fled North (an event that is known as the Great Trek) to escape the British. The Boers then entered areas occupied by the Zulu and clashed repeatedly with Zulu forces. The Boers were further enraged when the discovery of diamonds and gold in South Africa brought outsiders from all over the world to the territory in search of wealth. This effectively increased the tensions already present between the Dutch and the British, and inevitably led to war.

The Boer War was initiated in 1899 by the Dutch and is considered the first modern total war. The Boers carried out commando raids and guerilla tactics while the British burned Boer farms and imprisoned women and children in concentration camps. The Dutch were ultimately unable to defeat the British who possessed better technology and weapons. 


In 1910 the Union of South Africa was granted self rule as a colony of the British Empire. To appease the Boers, few Africans were allowed to vote. Though South Africa was a constitutional government, they utilized the law to deny the black majority their rights. This policy grew worse after 1948 when the National Party was granted power in the government. The National Party promoted the interests of the Dutch, and a system of rule was established known today as apartheid. 
