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PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION

South Africa is a place of stunning contrasts: extreme wealth and desperate poverty, heroic devotion
to the greater good and klepto- and megalomaniacal self-interest, exceptional natural beauty and
environmental desecration. It is, perhaps, not so much a “World in One Country” as the official
tourism slogan once claimed, but a universe where worlds collide, always jarringly, sometimes
violently. This, the fourth edition of A History of South Africa, includes a new chapter describing the
major developments of the post-Mandela years, a time when the euphoria over the political
redemption from apartheid ended and a new struggle for equality and democratic maturity began.
My thanks in this enterprise go to many friends and colleagues in South Africa, the United States
and elsewhere. My deepest gratitude goes to Sarah Miller, my editor at Yale University Press, who
endured my frequent delays with equanimity and patience.
This edition is dedicated to the memory of Leonard Thompson.

Lynn Ber

PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION

This edition contains two new chapters: a study of the complex political transition process in light of
substantial new evidence and an original account of the new South Africa under President Nelson
Mandela and his successor, Thabo Mbeki.
Once again I am deeply grateful to Lynn Berat for her knowledge and insights, her careful reading
of drafts of the new chapters, and her skills in taming my extremely ill-behaved computer; also to
Charles Grench, former editor in chief of Yale University Press, Laura Jones Dooley, associate
managing editor, and Ali Peterson, reprints editor, for their friendship and professional skills.

PREFACE TO THE 1995 EDITION

Readers should be aware that, in South Africa as elsewhere, historians are shaped by the context in
which they live and work, and that their publications in turn—especially their textbooks—influence
the history of their times. During the British colonial regimes of the nineteenth century, many author
wrote in an imperialist mode. In reaction against that metropolitan bias, British colonists composed
works that embodied their perspective as a dominant minority in an African milieu, often at odds wit
the British metropole; and by the end of the century, when British imperialism was reaching its
apogee, Afrikaners were laying the foundations of an exclusive, nationalist historiography. In the
segregation and apartheid years, the white regime authorized textbooks and favored other publication
in the settler and Afrikaner nationalist traditions of the previous century. Today, those traditions are
becoming obsolete. They have been overshadowed by counter-historiographies that, since World War
II, have become increasingly rich, varied, and nuanced.
Historians writing from a critical liberal perspective began to expose the racial bias in the
established historiography in the late 1920s. From the 1940s onward, their successors placed
unprecedented emphasis on the historical experiences of Africans, Indians, and Coloured People. By
the 1970s, some scholars were creating a “radical” historiography, which was influenced by Marxism
and highlighted the role of capitalism and the growth of class divisions in South Africa. Initially, a
rather clear line demarcated the “liberal” and the “radical” perspectives, though each group also
contained great differences—there were variations within the liberal tradition, and radicals drew on
rival schools of Marxism. Recently, following the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the collapse of
the communist regimes in eastern Europe and elsewhere, and the global movement toward an open
economy, the perspectives have converged considerably. With some exceptions, liberals have been
radicalized, radicals have been liberalized. In this book, I have drawn on the rich achievements of bot
streams of contemporary South African historiography.
What of the future? Because historians now live in a post–Cold War and postapartheid context, w
may expect new departures in South African historiography. Historians with strong commitments to
the African nationalist movement may be expected to write from that perspective, which may lead to
partisan works resembling a mirror-image of Afrikaner nationalist writings. Meanwhile, scholars and
bureaucrats are working to create and authorize school textbooks that reflect the democratic ideology
of the new government, in place of the old textbooks, which emphasized the achievements of Whites
and denigrated Blacks.
As a result of the racial structure of South African society, almost none of the scholars who
currently hold appointments in history departments in South African universities are Africans and
nearly all the historiography of South Africa has been written by white people. In the future, Africans
will bring new perspectives, new experiences, and new linguistic skills to the study of South African
history. They may be expected to explore fresh topics and produce works with distinctive features.
This process will be gradual. It will take time for Africans to acquire professional training and
research experience and to receive appointments that provide opportunities for historical research.
We may also expect that historical themes that received scant attention in the past will now come
to the fore. Ethnicity is a typical example. Ethnic divisions among Africans were so central to the
apartheid ideology that they were taboo for most scholars not tainted by the apartheid regime. Now,

the history of the politicization of ethnicity in South Africa, among Blacks as well as Whites, has
become highly relevant. Women’s history has already received considerable attention in South Africa
but deeper examination of the role of gender in South African history has become a high priority,
owing to unresolved tensions between the ideal of gender equality and the patriarchal traditions and
practices of African societies. Among many other themes that warrant closer examination in the new
South Africa than previously are historical studies of African health, of African families, of African
spirituality and ideology, of South African urbanization, and of the South African environment. We
may look forward to works on such themes cast in long-term perspective—exploring the continuities
and changes through the centuries before and since the conquest and the impact of industrial
capitalism.
The scene of a variety of complex relations among diverse cultures, South Africa will always offe
challenges to creative scholars. One hopes that South African historiography will remain a rich field
of intellectual inquiry into the distant future. Meanwhile, this volume is a succinct survey of the
present state of knowledge.
I am grateful to Lynn Berat, Leonard Doob, William Foltz, Christopher Saunders, Robert Shell,
and Johann van der Vyver for valuable criticisms of a draft of chapter 8; and to Leslie Bessant,
Catherine Higgs, and Sean Redding for comments on the first edition, which they have been using in
their university and college classes. This edition, like the first, has benefitted greatly from the
professional skills of Charles Grench and Laura Dooley of Yale University Press.
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CHAPTER 1

The Africans

The Significance and Problems of Precolonial History

Modern Western culture is inordinately present-minded. Politicians are ignorant of the past.
School curricula foreshorten the historical record by focusing on recent events. People lack a sense o
their location in time and fail to perceive that contemporary society is constrained by its cultural as
well as its biological inheritance.
Many historians of the white South African establishment start their history books with a brief
reference to the voyage of Vasco da Gama round the Cape of Good Hope in 1497-98 and then rush on
to the arrival of the first white settlers in 1652.. Other historians are so committed to emphasizing the
role of capitalism as the molder of modern Southern Africa that they ignore the processes that shaped
society before Europeans began to intrude in the region.
The precolonial history of Southern Africa is significant in its own right, providing examples of
the constraints and possibilities, achievements and setbacks of preindustrial and preliterate
communities as they established their niches in a variety of environments. It is also significant as
providing essential links in explaining what has followed. Indigenous Southern Africans were not a
tabula rasa for white invaders or capitalists to civilize or to victimize. Over many centuries, they had
been developing social forms and cultural traditions that colonialism, capitalism, and apartheid have
assaulted, abused, and modified but never eradicated. One cannot understand how Africans have
endured the fragmentation of their family life by migrant labor unless one has knowledge of their
customary social values and networks. Nor can one fathom the vigor of black resistance to the
apartheid state without knowledge of precolonial African ideas about the social and economic
obligations of rulers and rights of subjects, and the basis of political legitimacy.
The precolonial inhabitants of Southern Africa, however, were not literate, and there are peculiar
difficulties in reconstructing the history of preliterate societies. Archaeologists, physical
anthropologists, and linguists provide us with information. So do social anthropologists who study th
societies in their present condition and authors who record the traditions that have been handed down
within those societies. But even when we have a rich collection of such sources, our knowledge of the
history of societies in the period when they were neither literate nor in contact with literate people is
patchy. The archaeological record includes only a fraction of human remains and human products. W
are on shaky ground when, as we must do, we draw historical inferences from comparative linguistics
and from social anthropology. We know, moreover, that people manipulate and modify traditions to
suit their interests.
In unraveling the prehistory of Southern Africa, the best we can do on many crucial topics is to
express approximations, probabilities, and informed conjectures derived from the available evidence
The situation improves when we reach the time when literate eyewitnesses began to produce written
descriptions; but not until the nineteenth century do we have the first substantial descriptions of
societies in the interior of South Africa. Those accounts, moreover, have their limitations. Alien
observers are imperfect recorders and interpreters, and we cannot be sure how ancient or how recent
were the things that they described. Finally, it was not until the twentieth century that many Africans
themselves began to write about their past. The reader should bear these problems in mind throughou
this chapter.

The Southern African Environment

Although Southern Africa is at the southern end of the Eurasian-African landmass, it Was an
isolated region before humanity’s technological advances of the past few centuries (map 1). Ocean
currents impeded regular access by sea. In the South Atlantic, the Benguela current sets in a northerly
direction and retards the approach. In the southern Indian Ocean, the Mozambique current sets
strongly in a southerly direction, making it difficult for sailing craft to leave the region, so that the
ancient Indian Ocean trade system did not penetrate Africa south of Sofala (modern Beira).
The Southern African coastline, moreover, is punctured by few natural harbors. The best are those
in the Cape peninsula and Durban. But in the Cape peninsula, Table Bay is exposed to winter gales
from the northwest and False Bay to summer gales from the southeast; and a shallow bar impeded the
entrance to Durban harbor until it was dredged using modern equipment. Before the sixteenth century
A.D. Southern Africa was a region where human activity was an indigenous process, except as the
arrival of people by land from further north modified it.

1. Southern Africa in the sixteenth century

“Pula!” (May it rain!) is a popular greeting in Lesotho, and it is the name of the currency in
Botswana. Rainfall has had a profound influence on the history of the region. In the west, the average
annual rainfall is fewer than five inches, resulting in desert conditions along the coastline of Namibia
and the northern Cape Province. In the east, the average rainfall reaches forty inches a year, producin
subtropical vegetation along the Transkei and Natal coastlines. In between, a transitional zone
receives about twenty inches of rain a year. To the east of that zone, the rainfall is sufficient for arabl
agriculture; to the west, it is not. One exception to this division is the Cape peninsula and its vicinity,
where heavy winter rains are sufficient for intensive agriculture.
These rainfall figures are annual averages. In fact, rain varies greatly from season to season.
Throughout most of the region, droughts are frequent. They vary in range and intensity. A drought
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