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members responded, found wide gaps between how Euro-
pean Americans and minorities perceived treatment of
racial incidents. Seventeen percent of European-American
soldiers, 38 percent of Hispanic soldiers and 62 percent of
African-American soldiers thought that the military did not
pay enough attention to the problem of race discrimina-
tion. In the first Gulf War (1990–1991), out of 30,000
women in the U.S. military about 44 to 48 percent were
African American. At the beginning of the second Gulf
War, in 2003, African Americans made up 12 percent of
the U.S. population but 20 percent of the U.S. military. At
that time, African Americans were underrepresented as
combat soldiers, as pilots for the U.S. Air Force and Navy,
and in the Green Berets. Mexican Americans and Latinos
constituted 13 percent of the U.S. population and about 10
percent of total U.S. troops. They were underrepresented in
all branches of the military and in the officer corps. More
than 36,000 of these soldiers were noncitizens, and about
32 percent from Mexico and South America. Noncitizens
cannot become officers or obtain security clearances. Data
from 2006 indicated that Mexican Americans made up
more than 37 percent of all active duty Marines and
experienced high casualty rates as combat soldiers in Iraq.
High numbers of Latinos were in the forces deployed in
Iraq and reflect higher numbers of Latinos in the Marines,
with lower numbers in the other branches.

A lingering tradition of racism in some quarters of
the military is given as one reason for the racial divide.
The history of African Americans and Mexican Ameri-
cans have some dissimilarities, but by the time of the
Vietnam War both groups were incorporated into all
branches of the U.S. military, though often at lower
ranks, with few making it into the officer corps. Until
the Vietnam War, both African-American and Mexican-
American soldiers believed that suspending civil rights
struggle in civilian society and fighting as Americans
would help them gain more rights. However, during
the Vietnam War and thereafter, both groups refused to
delay or postpone civil rights activism during wartime.
Increasingly, leaders from these communities emerged
who did not serve in the U.S. military, and they often
protested the services of African Americans and Mexican
Americans as needless ‘‘cannon fodder.’’

SEE ALSO Buffalo Soldiers; Occupational Segregation.
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Elizabeth Salas

SOUTH AFRICAN
RACIAL FORMATIONS
South Africa’s racial policies during and prior to the
apartheid era (1948–1994) have left a lasting legacy that
still bedevils post-apartheid society and politics. These
policies became notorious for the level of disparity
between racial groups, the extent to which assumed racial
distinctions were legally enacted, and for the pervasive-
ness of the social control that governed relations between
the groups. As a result, South Africa offers one of the
classic examples of the social construction of racial boun-
daries, and of the use of assumed biological differences to
structure every aspect of society. Racial ideology was used
as part of a social and political agenda to limit access of
native Africans to scarce resources in order to privilege a
small group of whites. This approach was so successful
for such a long time, and to such a degree, that South
Africa’s racial policies before the collapse of apartheid
came to epitomize racism as an ideology and racialism
as a set of practices. However, the introduction of apart-
heid in 1948, following the electoral victory of the Afri-
kaans National Party, was not the beginning of South
Africa’s racial formations.

THE COLONIAL ROOTS OF SOUTH

AFRICA’S RACIAL FORMATIONS

Colonization took a different form in South Africa than
it did in other societies, but it was the single overriding
factor that helped to create the kind of society in which
there was rigid racial division. This division was cultur-
ally reproduced over the centuries, and wealth, resources,

South African Racial Formations

E NCYCLO PEDI A O F RA CE AND RA CIS M 85



Encyclopedia of Race and Racism, Vol3 – Finals/ 10/11/2007 15:11 Page 86

and political power were structured around it, leading to
intense social conflict.

Africa was a trading post for the spice sea routes to the
East, first permanently colonized by whites for such
purposes in 1652, and it provided an opportunity for
settlers to escape war, persecution, or poverty in Europe.
Along with colonization came Christian intolerance, with
Africans seen as the personification of evil, and European
notions of civilization, with Africans being supposedly
primitive and culturally inferior. The southern tip of
Africa was most suited to European settlement, with the
Dutch being the first settlers in the area. They were led by
Dutch surgeon and pioneer Jan van Riebeeck (1619–
1677), an iconic figure for white settlers in South Africa,
who were known as Trekboers, from the Dutch boer,
meaning ‘‘farmer,’’ and trek, meaning ‘‘to pull’’ (in this
case farm wagons). They were also known simply as Boers
or Afrikaners.

The settlement needed both land and labor. The first
need, for land, led to wars of conquest and dispossession of
the indigenous population; the second need, for labor, led
to the importation of slaves from the Dutch East Indies.
Slave ownership and a frontier mentality were central expe-
riences of the lifestyle of the early settlers. The Trekboers
were organized as military commando communities as
much as farm settlements, and they justified slave owner-
ship on moral grounds. Toward the end of the nineteenth
century, one Afrikaner author wrote that black people
carried the mark of Cain: It was God that had made them,
as scripture says of Cain’s descendants, ‘‘drawers of water
and hewers of wood.’’ In effect, they were seen as divinely
suited as servants of the white ‘‘race.’’ The writer doubted
whether Kaffers (the derogatory term for African peoples)
had souls (Reader 1998, p. 481). This did not, however,
stop the Boers from engaging in furtive miscegenation,
from which came the ‘‘colored’’ community.

The British took the Cape Colony from the Dutch in
the early 1800s, first by force and then by treaty. Britain
first wanted the Cape merely as a stepping off point for its
growing trade routes. Thus, they wanted to minimize
further development, and they instructed settlers to keep
themselves absolutely separate from Africans, who were,
meanwhile, subject to military campaigns by British forces
to solidify earlier land dispossession. However, by 1820,
Britain started to plant settlers in the Cape, and they
quickly established themselves as merchants rather than
farmers. British traders ventured from the Cape into Natal,
with more military campaigns ensuing to effect British
control. But the impact of British policy on the Trekboers
was as influential as it was on Africans—putting an end, for
example, to Afrikaner slave ownership. Given that slavery
was supposedly divinely ordained, Afrikaners perceived the
British government’s abolition of slavery as contrary to

God’s law and against the natural distinctions of ‘‘race’’
and religion, and it led directly to the Great Trek by
Afrikaners into what came to be called the Orange Free
State and Transvaal. Their trek into Natal in the hope of an
alliance with the Zulu nation against the British resulted in
the massacre of many innocent trekkers (including the
murder of Piet Retief [1780–1838], the leader of the Great
Trek) and the infamous Battle of Blood River. When they
reached their new territories, the Trekboers met their need
for labor in the same way they had in the Cape, by the
seizure of Africans.

However, the discovery of gold and diamonds trans-
formed Afrikaans society out of all recognition. As far as
Britain was concerned, the discovery of gold and dia-
monds in Afrikaner-held territory could not have been
more unfortunate, but they soon took it over, annexing
first what became known as Griqualand West (for dia-
monds) and then eventually moving on the Transvaal
(for gold). The discovery of gold and diamonds inflamed
British colonial administrator Cecil Rhodes’s (1853–
1902) imperial designs for British interests in southern
Africa, but it is more important for the profound social
changes that followed the development of mining. The
mines intensified the shortage of labor, leading to the use
of convict labor and the development of the migrant
labor system. With migrant labor came the mine com-
pounds, the development of African townships (called, at
the time, ‘‘locations’’) without a sustainable infrastruc-
ture as dormitories for workers, and the infamous Pass
Laws, which restricted African people’s residence rights
and gave the police significant powers to exclude them
from white areas. And as the regulation of labor
increased, so did the number of offenses committed by
workers, leading to the development of crude forms of
policing (see Brewer 1994), while simultaneously increas-
ing the supply of convict labor. The polarization of racial
attitudes went hand in hand with the implementation
of this official racial segregation, which gave twentieth-
century apartheid solid roots in British policy in the
nineteenth century.

The development of the South African state in 1910,
through the union of the provinces of Transvaal, Orange
Free State, the Cape, and Natal, was a way of managing
cooperatively both Boer and British interests, but for Afri-
cans it meant the consolidation of colonial dispossession
and inequality. The reconciliation of Boer and Briton
under Generals Louis Botha (1862–1919) and Jan Smuts
(1870–1950) resulted in a common ‘‘native policy,’’ but
the narrower Afrikaner nationalism of people such as Gen-
eral James B. Hertzog (1866–1942), which eventually cul-
minated in an election victory for the National Party in
1948, pushed the country’s racial policies in an even
tougher direction. The Natives’ Land Act of 1913 con-
tained the essentials of South Africa’s later apartheid policy,
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guaranteeing in law the dominance of whites. This system
of laws was underpinned by the militarization of policing
and other forms of social control, and by a cultural and
religious critique that justified inequality and injustice on
racial and scriptural grounds biology and the Bible were
thus in collusion to support apartheid.

APARTHEID’S RACIAL

FORMATIONS

When Afrikaner nationalists came to power in 1948, they
built on the former ‘‘race’’ policies of the British. Apartheid
(literally meaning ‘‘apartness’’) evolved over the years as
racial distinctions became more finely defined in law to
accommodate more and more groupings, and as the degree
of social control intensified as the white population came to
feel increasingly threatened. It is common to distinguish
between early and late periods in the development of apart-
heid (Posel 1991), with the juncture occurring around
1960 with the development of what the National Party
government called ‘‘Separate Development.’’

The Population Registration Act of 1950 racially
classified all South Africans into four categories: White,
Asian, Colored, and Native (later called Bantu), with
‘‘Natives’’ eventually subdivided ethnically into various
cultural groups, thus merging ‘‘race’’ with ethnicity to
compensate for the inadequacies of biology to sufficiently
support political distinctions among the African popula-
tion. Africans were split into Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana,
Sepedi (or North Sotho), Seshoeshoe, Swazi, and Venda.
Various proclamations to the act over the years led to
further subdivisions of Coloreds. The system was very
rigid, for although it was possible for people to move
from one group to another if their physical features made
it feasible, this was very rare (and often done only after
humiliating scrutiny). Various nationalities were made
‘‘honorary Whites’’ (such as Japanese and Koreans) as
the government sought political allies and trading part-
ners throughout the world. Population ratios have varied
little over the years, however, with Africans comprising
around seven out of every ten people, Whites around one
and a half, Coloreds one, and Asians about a half.

The whole purpose of this racial classification was to
use ‘‘race’’ as the mechanism to allocate resources and land
unequally to the privilege of whites. Territorial segregation
was enforced by the 1950 Group Areas Act, with black
groups confined to designated areas and permitted into so-
called White areas only for employment. Forced removals
uprooted people from areas where their families had lived
for generations if they happened to be in an area that had
been designated for another racial group. This segregation
was supported by the infamous Pass Laws, which required
people to carry documentation proving their right to be in
an area otherwise designated for a different racial group.

The 1953 Bantu Education Act segregated the ‘‘races’’ in
schooling. Miscegenation was strictly controlled by the
1949 Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act and various
Immorality Acts that made sexual relations between the
‘‘races’’ illegal. The provisions of the Reservation of Sepa-
rate Amenities Act of 1953 created ‘‘common areas’’ for
each group, which controlled all sorts of possible social
interactions. The act led to separate buses (or demarcated
spaces on shared buses), toilets, bathing beaches, post offi-
ces, shops, health facilities and the like, and even to separate
waiting lines for shared services. This social apartness epit-
omized apartheid.

Cultural apartness however, was the least of the
purposes of apartheid. Material deprivation coincided
with race, space, and territory, as black areas were under-
resourced; education, housing, welfare, health, and
employment opportunities were unequally distributed;
and political power was in white hands. By 1959 various
homelands (called Bantustans) were created for the sep-
arate development of Africans, who were given parlia-
mentary representation and voting rights, as well as
employment, housing, and other social rights, in their
‘‘own’’ areas. This was an even more ruthless attempt at
social engineering, as an ambitious policy was introduced
to strip Africans of their South African citizenship and
force them to become citizens of contrived states. While
some ‘‘citizens’’ of these states could legally work in so-
called White areas, they often lived in African townships
that bordered the white areas or were allowed to live as
temporary residents subject to significant restrictions and
monitoring. These putative ethnic homelands were con-
trolled, financed, and buttressed by the National Party
government and became second-class states with little
employment opportunities, inferior schools, and power-
less political assemblies. They did not achieve their pur-
pose to stop the tide of people moving to the white areas
illegally in search of work.

Illegal encroachment only intensified the policing of
racial boundaries in white areas, as repressive measures were
reinforced in order to try to maintain the exclusivity of
white districts. The 1950 Suppression of Communism Act
had such a broad definition that it included many routine
forms of opposition. The 1950 Internal Security Act pro-
vided for detention without trial of someone not even
suspected of a criminal offense, so long as the minister of
justice was satisfied that the person threatened public order.
Most forms of political organization among blacks were
banned under the 1960 Unlawful Organizations Act or
amendments to the Riotous Assemblies Act (first intro-
duced in 1914 to control Afrikaner support for Germany
in the First World War). The many internal security laws
gave almost unfettered power to the police and military.
Violent repression, deaths in detention and prison, and
indiscriminate harassment and victimization against blacks
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became the marks of policing (Brewer 1994). The tragic
death of Steve Biko (1946–1977), the Black Consciousness
leader, in police custody in 1977 was only one of very many
deaths (Brewer 1986, pp. 111–115).

REPRESSION AND RESISTANCE

Apartheid’s racial formations brought conflict and vio-
lence into the heart of society. Black political opposition
has a proud history of nonviolent protest, but such tactics
manifestly failed to prevent the gradual exclusion from all
representative politics, first for Africans and eventually
for all nonwhite groups. Incidents of collective protest
occurred, such as those at Sharpeville in 1960, but the
banning of the African National Congress shortly after-
wards, and the imprisonment or exile of its leaders,
including Nelson Mandela, effectively ended political
protest in the 1960s, leading to a long quiescent period.
Violence remained, however, in specific forms. There was
structural violence against black South Africans in the
form of extreme social exclusion, poverty, and unemploy-
ment; there was state violence reflected in the severe
repression of black people; and there was criminal vio-
lence in black areas, with high rates of murder, rape and
violent assault. The strains and tensions within apartheid
and the migrant labor system manifested themselves in
high levels of drunkenness, family breakdown, domestic
abuse, and violent crime (on the negative effects of
migrant labor, see Dunbar, Moodie, and Ndatshe 1994).

The political conflict that ignited in South Africa
after the 1976 Soweto uprising, which spread rapidly

through the urban townships, produced a different kind
of violence. Political violence after 1976 took five forms:
(1) an intermittent and low-intensity campaign of insur-
gency by Umkhonto We Sizwe, the armed wing of the
ANC; (2) collective unrest in the townships to make
them ungovernable; (3) violence from the security forces
and their surrogates, at first to confront black protest and
subsequently to disrupt transitional negotiations; (4)
politically motivated black-on-black violence between
the ANC and Chief Buthelezi’s Inkatha movement, later
called the Inkatha Freedom Party (Mare and Hamilton
1984); (5) and random black-on-black violence between
warlords, criminal gangs, migrants, and hostel dwellers,
which was linked to the pathological conditions of apart-
heid but also often exploited both by political groups and
the security forces and their surrogates. This social dis-
location easily transformed into ordinary criminal vio-
lence, which rose dramatically as political violence
intensified. For example, it is estimated that between
1983 and 1992 there were 15,843 deaths attributable to
political violence in South Africa, with two-thirds hap-
pening after 1990, but in the same nine-year period there
were seven times more nonpolitical murders (Kane-Ber-
man 1993). By 1995, ‘‘ordinary’’ murders had nearly
doubled compared to 1991, representing more than the
total number of deaths caused by political violence in the
decade between 1983 and 1994. Fifty-two people were
murdered every day in South Africa in 1995. Indeed,
South Africa’s murder rate in 1995 was six times higher
than in the United States (du Toit 2001). Thus, apart-
heid made South Africa an extremely violent society.

THE RAINBOW NATION

AND APARTHEID’S LEGACIES

In 1990, South Africa’s president, F. W. de Klerk, began
a process of reform that culminated in the release of
Nelson Mandela, the removal of the ban of the ANC,
and the development of a new constitution ending white-
minority rule. The first nonracial elections were held in
1994, and the ANC was voted into power, with Man-
dela, the Robben Island prisoner of twenty-eight years,
becoming the first nonracial president. The reform proc-
ess up until the de Klerk government had permitted
economic liberalization, but only in the context of the
maintenance of white political control. De Klerk’s vision
was to cede political control of the state in the hope of
maintaining white command of the economy; Mandela’s
was to avoid complete disintegration so as not to inherit a
failed state and economy (Brewer 2003). The ANC jet-
tisoned its socialist rhetoric, pursued pro-Western capi-
talist economic and fiscal policies, and diligently
implemented its tradition of nonracialism, thus relieving
white fears of majority rule, while the National Party

Nelson Mandela, early 1960s. African National Congress
(ANC) leader Nelson Mandela was imprisoned for 27 years.
WALTER DHLADHLA/AFP/GETTY IMAGES.
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gave up the state to become a small minority party with-
out prospect of ever forming the government again.

That the National Party should do this willingly may
seem puzzling. However, it did so under extreme external
pressure from economic sanctions and diplomatic inter-
ventions, although these had always been resisted in the
past. The internal pressures were mounting by the end of
the 1980s, as the townships were proving ungovernable
as a result of violent political protests against apartheid.
However, the Sharpeville (1960) and Soweto (1976)
protests show that the state had withstood black protest
before. For the most part, apartheid collapsed under the
contradictions of its own racial policies. There were too
few whites to run the economy and state without the
need for massive black labor, personnel, and human
skills, so apartheid’s strict regulation of the races became
counterproductive to the needs of a modern polity and
economy. The various liberalizations since 1976 that
opened up access to certain resources in certain spaces
for certain racial minorities only set up expectations of
greater change as a black middle class developed, making
white political control itself the main problem.

However, while it was easy for the new ANC
government to quickly dismantle the pillars of apart-
heid, the extent of discrimination in the past was so
immense that economic redistribution has only very

slowly addressed the central inequalities. The African
population, in particular, is so large and poor that
apartheid’s effects will endure long after its abolition.
There is also a residue of racism after centuries of
racial classification, which has been imprinted on peo-
ple’s ways of thinking and on their cultural values.
The violence that characterized apartheid also still
bedevils the ‘‘Rainbow Nation,’’ giving it very high
levels of violent crime. That most people nonetheless
remain committed to reconciliation and to establishing
a new identity as South Africans is testimony to the
relatively peaceful way in which apartheid crumbled,
to the enduring legacy of the ANC government’s
historical commitment to the principles of nonracial-
ism, and to the fact that the African community values
political control of the state and majority rule above
economic redistribution. This suggests that for all its
social segregation and economic privations, apartheid
was experienced primarily as a form of political exclu-
sion, and that poverty levels have not diminished the
sense of freedom and dignity that followed its
destruction.

SEE ALSO African Economic Development; Anti-Apartheid
Movement; Apartheid; Black Consciousness; Children,
Racial Disparities and Status of; HIV and AIDS;
Mandela, Nelson; Racial Formations; Social Welfare
States; White Settler Society.
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Protesting Proposed Name Change of Pretoria. In 2005
South Africa proposed to change the name of its capital city,
Pretoria, to the African Tshwane. Opponents feared that
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John D. Brewer

SOUTHERN POLITICS,
1883–1915
This essay explores the social and political struggles and
experiences that characterized the southern United States
with regard to politics from 1883 to 1915. Sometimes
called the ‘‘nadir,’’ or the worst period of race relations in
America, this period begins with the U.S. Supreme Court
decision in the Civil Rights Cases of 1883, which canceled
previous civil right legislation and permitted racist vigi-
lante groups such as the Ku Klux Klan with impunity
despite the equal rights protections of the Fourteenth
Amendment. The case that most stands out in this period
is the landmark Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896). At issue in this case was a Louisiana law of 1890
that required passenger trains operating within the state
to provide ‘‘separate but equal’’ accommodation for
‘‘whites and colored persons.’’ The Court held that seg-
regation of the races did not violate the equal protection
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment because people of
each race received equal treatment. Booker T. Washing-
ton condoned the principle of ‘‘separate but equal’’ and
became an international celebrity.

JIM CROW LAWS

Between the 1871 amnesty of ex-rebels against the federal
government and 1876, the southern Democratic Party
regained control of Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Missis-
sippi, North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia.
Disputes over presidential electoral vote totals in Florida,
Louisiana, and South Carolina led to the Compromise of
1876, which was settled by the South ceasing to challenge
the election of referees. This electoral victory gave the
twenty-year-old Republican Party its third president. It
also freed the party from dependence on a southern base
of new black voters whose numbers were being reduced
through violence from white supremacist vigilante
groups, through the maneuvers of white election officials,

and finally, through the adoption of ‘‘grandfather
clauses,’’ or rules exempting would-be voters from liter-
acy tests if they could prove that their grandfathers had
voted prior to January 1, 1867, a year before blacks
became citizens. The grandfather-clause voting require-
ment was widely employed until the U.S. Supreme Court
declared this practice unconstitutional in the case of
Guinn v. United States in 1915.

The Civil Rights Cases of 1883 represented a con-
servative U.S. Supreme Court’s stand at the beginning of
a new era in the South, and its agenda was set by states
enacting Jim Crow laws calling for segregation of the
races. A few examples illustrate this point. In 1872, West
Virginia legislators passed a law restricting jury duty to
‘‘all white male persons who are twenty-one years of age.’’
In 1875, the Tennessee legislature gave to owners of
public accommodations of any sort the right to choose
their customers, a right that ‘‘shall be as perfect and
complete as that of any private person over his private
house, carriage or private theatre, or places of amusement
for his family.’’ In 1877 Georgia lawmakers enacted a law
stipulating that ‘‘separate schools shall be provided for
white and colored races.’’ Mississippi enacted a similar
law in 1878. In the early 1880s, similar state and local
segregation laws were adopted across the South, allowing
southern whites to deny blacks social, educational, eco-
nomic, and political equality. The majority of southern
states enacted Jim Crow laws that forbade interracial
marriage and cohabitation and allowed the segregation
of the races in nursing homes, buses, railroads, restau-
rants, pool houses, toilet facilities, prisons, hospitals,
burial grounds, restaurants, parks, sports arena, beer par-
lors, housing, transportation, educational institutions,
libraries, telephone booths, lunch counters, libraries,
movie theaters, and other public accommodations.

THE CIVIL RIGHTS CASES OF 1883

Between 1875 and 1883 seven incidents summarized as
the Civil Rights Cases were fundamental to the politics of
the South. According to Rayford W. Logan (1965), these
cases ‘‘included the denial of hotel accommodations to
Negroes in Kansas and Missouri; the denial of a seat to a
Negro in the dress circle of a theatre in San Francisco; the
denial to a person (presumably a Negro) of the full enjoy-
ment of the accommodations of the Grand Opera in New
York; the refusal of a conductor on a passenger train to
allow a colored woman to travel in the ladies’ car of the
Memphis and Charleston Railroad Company’’ (p. 116).
The Court ruled that such actions were constitutional
under the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection
clause because the amendment specified private individual
actions and because Congress was not authorized to make
general rules, but only corrective regulations.

Southern Politics, 1883–1915

90 E NCYC LOPED IA O F RACE AND RACI SM


