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The basis of apartheid  

In 1948, white South African voters elected a government dedicated to the ideology of apartheid or, 
in Afrikaans, ‘apartness’ or ‘apart-hood’.  Not content with separation under segregation, the new 
government would fashion a system that precluded Africans from all rights normally associated with 
those of citizens.  By the 1980s, many Africans in South Africa would no longer legally be considered 
citizens of that country but would be categorised as foreigners.  At the same time, former colonial 
subjects in Africa and Asia were being given their independence, the civil rights movement was 
making gains in the US and elsewhere, and it appeared that the world was moving towards greater 
human rights for all.  In comparison, South Africa appeared to be moving backwards at an alarming 
rate. 
 
Why Apartheid? 
The reasons for this dramatically regressive turn of events have been hotly debated by scholars, 
politicians and concerned people everywhere.  For some, apartheid was the logical extension of 
South Africa’s own history, a continuation of an intensified form of segregation.  Indeed, apartheid 
reset on a long legacy of racial discrimination.  Many apartheid laws merely elaborated on pervious 
colonial policies and segregation legislation.  Most South Africans, however, would argue that 
apartheid made a fundamental and qualitative difference in their lives.  The sheer brutality of its 
implementation and its ultimately overarching impact on the country signalled a dramatic shift.  
Politicians in opposition to apartheid blamed this shift in race relations on the new Afrikaner 
Nationalist Party government that came to power in 1948.  Opposition politicians, who were 
primarily English-speaking, accused the Nationalist party of a regressive ’frontier mentality’ derived 
from years of brutal discrimination towards Africans and economic deprivation experienced by the 
Afrikaners since the nineteenth century.  In other words, they argued that apartheid was a sort of 
ethnic throwback to the Great Trek, associated exclusively with Afrikaans society and culture.  Many 
scholars in the 1970s and 1980s argued that economic concerns, not history or culture, laid the basis 
for apartheid.  In particular, they asserted that this extreme form of racial discrimination was 
motivated by white business owners who believed a massive, low-paid African workforce would 
allow them to make unprecedented profits.  Other scholars have argued that white workers and 
farmers also benefited economically from racially discriminatory laws that protected them from 
competition with African workers and producers.  Historical, cultural and economic forces all 
undoubtedly played a part in leading South Africa into apartheid. 
 
The immediate cause of the turn to apartheid can be traced to the events of the Second World War.  
Between 1940 and 1946 South Africa underwent a huge economic and social transformation as a 
result of the country’s participation in the Second World War.  Factories expanded to fill the wartime 
need for many goods, including military supplies, drawing workers into the cities from all over the 
country.  As Africans and whites alike were employed in the new factories, the racial lines between 
workers became a source of great contention and South Africa experienced serious labour strikes and 
industrial action.  By the end of the war, manufacturing had become the country’s most productive 
economic sector.  Nearly half of the population was living in the cities, and competition for jobs 
between African and white workers worried the white electorate.  While the war spurred 
tremendous economic growth, it also challenged the country’s strict segregationist policies in the 
workplace and in the expanding cities. 
 
Changes in the South African economy began to affect the face of South Africa’s cities as increasing 
numbers of rural dwellers were drawn into the urban areas seeking work.  A combination of 
opportunity in the cities with the expanding numbers of jobs in the war factories and devastation in 
the countryside as South Africa experienced one of the worst droughts in its history, succeeded in 
driving nearly a million more South Africans into the cities during the war.  Both Africans and whites 
moved to the urban centres and, for the first time, Africans began to outnumber whites there.  The 
massive influx of Africans created serious problems because of the myriad legal restrictions limiting 
African entry and residence in the cities.  Africans were legally prohibited from entering cities without 
proper documentation and could live only in specially designed townships, or locations, controlled by 
the local municipality.  Since the strict enforcement of these laws during the war would have 
overwhelmed the police and seriously impeded the war effort, the government relaxed most 
restrictions for the duration of the war.  The result was the growth of the urban African population 
under trying conditions, with little accommodation or services provided.  Africans were forced to find 
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shelter anywhere and ‘squatter’ camps – a collection of impromptu shacks without proper sanitation 
or running water – emerged around the major industrial centres.  One of the largest, near 
Johannesburg in Orlando with more than 20,000 residents, eventually became the basis for the 
township of Soweto.  While the government and the local authorities were unwilling to recognise 
that African workers were becoming part of the permanent urban population, Africans themselves 
took matters into their own hands and created their own urban communities.  
 
Africans entered the workplace as well as the cities.  During the war, the factory workforce grew by 
50 per cent, mostly as a result of the expanded recruitment of African workers.  Prior to the war, 
Africans had been prohibited from skilled and even semi-skilled jobs, relegated to menial work and 
legally categorized as temporary workers.  The growth of factory production, however, required 
workers who were trained to use complicated machinery for the mass production of goods.  With 
more than 200,000 white males serving in the military, employers sought out women war workers to 
fill some skilled jobs but also increasingly relied on Africans without paying them at the higher skilled 
rates.  During the war years, from 1939 to 1945, the number of African males working in industry 
grew by nearly 70 per cent, while the number of women – white and Coloured – grew by 50 per cent.  
By comparison, white male employment in industry grew by only 30 per cent as many men joined the 
military.  By the end of the war, Africans constituted over50 per cent of the industrial workforce 
outside the mining industry for the first time in the country’s history.  
 
Changes in African attitudes to politics were best articulated by the African National Congress, the 
organisation that would finally bring majority rule to the country nearly 50 years later.  At the 
beginning of the war, the nearly moribund ANC was reorganised under the leadership of a new 
president, Alfred Xuma (1893-1962), a medical doctor with degrees from universities in the United 
States, Scotland and England.  Xuma believed that the ANC should change its tactics in several ways.  
He encouraged the ANC to work together with other like-minded organisations, such as the Indian 
National Congress, that also called for universal political rights.  He also believed that the ANC should 
move away from its limited support for constitutional changes to a policy of non-cooperation with 
the government.  Stung by decades of indifference from white politicians, including the wartime 
prime minister Jan Smuts, Xuma saw no reason to expect action from polite requests.  Furthermore, 
he believed that Africans should link their struggle for greater rights to that of oppressed peoples 
elsewhere in the world.  In 1943 the ANC presented Smuts with a document, ‘Africans’ Claims in 
South Africa’. Which explicitly placed African demands within the principles laid down by the Allies 
(including South Africa) in the Atlantic Charter.  Referring to the Charter’s affirmation of’ the rights of 
all peoples to choose the form of government under which they live’, the ANC stressed that ‘the 
demands of the Africans throughout Africa for full citizenship rights and direct participation in all the 
councils of the state should be recognised.  This is most urgent in the Union of South Africa’.  In 
addition to political rights, the ANC called for a ‘fair disctribution of the land’, ‘equal pay for equal 
work’, and 
 

the abolition of all enactments which discriminate against the African on grounds 
of race and colour.  We condemn and rejuect the policy of segregation in all 
aspects of our national life in as much as this policy is designed to keep the 
African in a state of perpetual tutelage and militates against his normal 
development. 

(http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/claims.html#CHARTER) 

 
In the same year, 1943, young members of the African National Congress, led by Nelson Mandela and 
Walter Sisulu, amongst others, proposed establishing a youth group with the aim of invigorating the 
national organisation and developing forceful popular protests against government segregation and 
discrimination.  In 1944 they formed the ANC Youth League. 
 
Nancy L Clark and William H Worger – South Africa; the rise and fall of apartheid 
(2nd edition)  

 

3) Extended writing task: In your opinion what was the most significant factor in the introduction of apartheid to South 
Africa in 1948?   

You should consider the impact of the Second World War, economic, social and political factors in your answer.  This should 
be between 450 to 600 words and done as a piece of extended writing.   This can be typed and you should include a 
bibliography for any additional reading, listing all the sources that you have looked at (including URL’s  if you use the 

http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/claims.html#CHARTER
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internet) and footnotes as appropriate.  This does not count towards the word limit!  If typed, the word limit should be 
indicated. 

 


