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South Africa’s population dynamics have given that
country acomplex and fascinating history. While anumber
of studies have examined its African mgjority, fewer have
investigated its Coloured, Asian, English, or Afrikaner
peoples. Hermann Giliomee, along-time observer of South
African affairs, ahistorian at the University of Stellenbosch,
and an Afrikaner, himself, has written thistext to shed light
on his people. He hopes to tell their story “with empathy
but without partisanship” (p. xiii). Criticsmight disputethat
contention, especially after reading the portions of the book
dealing with apartheid and its aftermath. Yet even those crit-
ics would have to agree that this is an important text, be-
cause it provides an informed and insightful insight into a
group that is central to South Africa’s contentious history.

Who are the Afrikaners? The first recorded use of the
term (“Afrikaander”) to describe a European occurred in
March 1707, but a self-conscious Afrikaner nationisarela-
tively recent phenomenon. “ Afrikaner” was still being used
in multiple ways into the early 1900s, e.g., to describe all
who had been born in the country, to refer to a South Afri-
can patriot, or to refer to Dutch-speaking South Africans.
Only inthefirst third of the twentieth century did it beginto
be used in an exclusivist sense to describe a people of a
certain race and culture. Readersfamiliar with the country’s
history will recognize this as the time following the Boer
War, when there was lingering bitterness about the policies
of the British. While someAfrikaners, e.g., Jan Smuts, urged
cooperation between the two white groups, others empha
sized the need to promote Afrikaans culture through the cre-
ation of separate socia institutions. Accordingly, the first
half of the twentieth century saw efforts to promote Afri-
kaans as a written language (it only became one of the
country’s official languages in 1924, along with Dutch and
English), itsusein schools, and the devel opment of an Afri-
kaans press. Numerous Afrikaner self-help organizations,
e.g., banks and insurance companies, were also developed
as was a political party, the National Party.

This text is useful because it provides a different per-
spective on much of the conventional wisdom about
Afrikaners. For instance, Giliomee presentsavery different
view of Afrikaner politicsthrough the 1980s than was com-
monly assumed in the West. One element of the Western
view was that a threatened Afrikaner population would re-
treat into afigurative ethnic laager (aterm derived fromthe

Great Trek of the nineteenth century and referring to a uni-
fied, defensive formation) if the West imposed sanctions or
otherwise tried to pressureit. Yet as The Afrikaners makes
clear, the Afrikaners have long been a fractious people.
Giliomee devotes an early chapter to the “fractious fron-
tiersmen” of the late eighteenth century. In the twentieth
century, the National Party suffered one splitin 1932, when
some members defected to form the Purified National Party,
and a second in 1982, when conservative members broke
with the NP to form the Conservative Party. Nor were
Afrikaner intellectuals a monolithic force; they differed
about the meaning and implementation of apartheid at its
outset and later, about its morality and retention. Similarly,
the Western belief about the power of the Broederbond, i.e.,
as a secretive organization pulling the strings of Afrikaner
society behind the scenes, is overstated. That organization
had littleinfluence on the devel opment of the apartheid ide-
ology, although it did become somewhat more powerful in
the 1960s as Prime Minister H.F. Verwoerd used it to ad-
vance his policies. However, the Bond's influence was de-
clining again by the late 1970s.

Giliomee also presentsnovel interpretations of both the
onset of apartheid and of the government’s decision to aban-
don it. The sources of apartheid were multiple and com-
plex. Theideahad devel oped in the Dutch Reformed Church
in the 1920s. Debating its missionary efforts toward the
country’s African and Coloured communities, the Church
concluded that these were separate communities in need of
separate churches. This concept was soon extended to edu-
cation, asthe churcheswerelargely responsiblefor the edu-
cation of Africans, and Afrikaner intellectuals pressed to
have the idea extended to secular domains. From this per-
spective apartheid did not derive primarily from racist mo-
tives: whilenot ignoring these, Giliomeearguesthat it sought
not so much racial superiority over Africans as racial sur-
vival against Africans: “ Afrikaner nationalists argued that
their survival as a volk was inseparable from maintaining
racial exclusivity, and that apartheid was the only policy
that systematically pursued that end. But apartheid with its
racist outcomes was not a goal in itself; political survival
was’ (p. 470). Apartheid a so contained an element of trust-
eeship for Africans. Discussing the idea in Parliament, fu-
ture Prime Minister Daniel Malan argued, “I do not use the
term ‘ segregation,” becauseit hasbeen interpreted asafenc-
ing off, but rather ‘apartheid,” which will give the various
races the opportunity of uplifting themselves on the basis
of what istheir own” (quoted at p. 475).
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These ideas were not that unusual in the 1940s:; apart-
heid was based on “mainstream Western racism, ranging
from asuperficial color preference to a pathological abhor-
rence of race mixing, which was still widespread in both
Europe and the USA” (p. 495). To justify its 1949 law ban-
ning marriage between whites and non-whites, for example,
the South African government pointed to the fact that thirty
American states had similar laws. It was only in the 1950s
and 1960s, aresult of decolonization and theAmerican civil
rights movement, that Western attitudes began to change.
In South Africa, however, these attitudes, or at |east defense
of apartheid, persisted for decades. Aslate as 1984, closeto
80% of Afrikaners continued to support the key elements of
apartheid: homelands for blacks; segregated residential ar-
eas, schools, and public facilities; a ban on sex between
whitesand blacks; and separate voter rolesfor the country’s
Asian and Coloured communities.

The desire for survival also explains why apartheid
ended when it did. For President FW. de Klerk, “Pragmatic
surviva ingtincts preceded morality in[the] decision to aban-
don apartheid” (p. 637). Only in 1997, after he had left the
presidency, did de Klerk apologize “in a spirit of true re-
pentance,” telling the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion that “Apartheid was wrong” (quoted at p. 651).
Giliomee describes South Africa's transition process as a
“Surrender Without Defeat.” Yet in another challenge to
conventional wisdom, he criticizes de Klerk for not having
managed the “surrender” better: that “he and his negotia-
tors would manage to retain so little despite a position of
relative strength places aserious question mark over hislead-
ership abilities’ (p. 638). Thereasonsfor de Klerk’sfailure
are many. He needed to act before the end of the 1994 par-
liamentary session, because he had promised that the 1989
whites-only election would be the last to exclude blacks.
The process was slowed by extensive violence and further
complicated by the widespread conviction, later essentially
discounted by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
that a “third force” of government security forces and cer-
tain black leaders was fomenting violence between blacks.
Thisallegation linked de Klerk with both theviolenceand a
discredited military, but he could not abandon the military
as he needed its support to realize his negotiating goals.
Another factor was the defection of traditionally pro-gov-
ernment forces, e.g., the business community and whitecivil
servants, after the ANC renounced nationalization and prom-
ised to pay the pensions of those civil servants who were
retrenched in the new South Africa

Giliomee is no apologist for apartheid, arguing that
“[n]othing could ever compensate for the psychological
damage it caused.” Still, “in terms of impersona develop-
mental datathe performance of the NP government that ruled
between 1948 and 1994 was comparatively impressive” (p.
666). The economy had grown by an annual average of 4.5%
between 1948-81 and, while whites had done better than
the other popul ation groups, those, too, saw their economic
situation improve. Black disposable persona income in-
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creased 84.2% between 1960-80 (although from an admit-
tedly low base), while white disposable income increased
by only 47.6%. By 1980 black incomewas 10.6% of whites;
it had been only 8.5% in 1960. Interestingly, the groups
which did best in economic terms during the apartheid era
were the country’s Asian and Coloured populations: dis-
posable income among Asians increased 160% between
1960-1980 and nearly 97% for Coloureds in the same pe-
riod. Reflecting the trusteeship element of apartheid, the
number of African children in schools increased 250% in
the 25 years following the initiation of apartheid. Finally,
contrary to the notion that South Africawasapolice state, it
actually had fewer police per thousand in the population
(1.4) in the early 1980s than the U.K. (2.4), Northern Ire-
land (5.7), or the Soviet Union (16.0). Similarly, the
country’s military spending, at 13% of the national budget
in the 1980s, was not as high as that of countries such as
Zimbabwe (17%) or Israel (25%).

While Giliomee's depiction of the status of blacks was
not as dreadful as commonly portrayed, the situation for
many peoplein the new South Africaisnot as good ascom-
monly assumed. Many South Africans are experiencing
tough times as aresult of increased crime, growing income
differentials, higher unemployment, and an AIDS epidemic.
There are also particular problems impacting the Afrikaner
community. As one Afrikaner business leader remarked in
2002, “It isnot to spread panic when one saysthe Afrikaner
people are in a crisis with red lights flashing along their
survival path” (Ton Vosloo quoted at p. 658). Some of the
problems are the inevitabl e consequence of abroadening of
political and economic power. Thus, the number of
Afrikaners in the civil service had declined from 44% to
18% between 1994-99. Affirmative action programs were
making it difficult for Afrikaners to find or maintain jobs.
Therewas adeclinein the use and teaching of Afrikaans, as
more and more schools emphasized English-medium in-
struction. The National Party, long dedicated to promoting
the community’s interest, had left the Government of Na-
tional Unity in 1996 and was crushed in the 1999 elections,
winning only 20% of the Afrikaner vote. Even the
Broederbond had been transformed, changing its name to
Afrikanerbond and accepting members who were neither
while not male. As a result of changes such as these,
Giliomee concludes that by 2000, “it appeared as if
Afrikaners had become a minority linguistic group rather
than an organized ethnic group with myths of origin and
kinship, capable of mobilization as apotent force” (p. 665).

Afrikanershaveresponded to these new realitiesin dif-
ferent ways. Some have chosen toleave the country: asmany
Afrikaans-speakers as English-speakers emigrated in 2001,
thefirst timethat had ever happened. Others appear to have
alonging for the past. About 65% Afrikaners (as opposed to
36% of white English-speakers, 25% of Zulu speakers and
18% of Xhosa speakers) agreed with the statement “There
were certainly some abuses under the old apartheid system,
but theideas behind apartheid were basically good” in 2000
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(p. 655). Despite their current travails, however, Giliomee
believes his people can have arolein their country’sfuture.
If they are ableto “cometo termswith... history, to nourish
and replenish [their] love for language and land and to ac-
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cept the responsibility to hand over their cultural heritageto
the next generation,” then “they would become a part of a
new, democratic South Africain their own special way” (p.
666).
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