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Y11 into Y12 History A Level preparation

What will you be studying in Year 12? 

Paper 2, Option 2F.2:
South Africa, 1948–94: from apartheid state to ‘rainbow nation’

This option comprises a study in depth of South Africa during its transition from white minority rule to the 
free elections of 1994, a long, and at times, dramatic process in which South Africa changed from an 
apartheid state, in which people were segregated by race, into a multi-racial democracy. Students will gain 
an in-depth understanding of the creation and consolidation of the apartheid regime by the National Party 
and the response and methods used by their political opponents in the struggle to overthrow apartheid, as 
well social, economic and cultural changes that accompanied this process.

What are the topics covered? 

You will have one paper that is worth 40 marks. You will have 1 hour and 30 minutes to complete 
this. 

The paper includes two sections, you will answer ONE question from each section. Each question is 
worth 20 marks. 

You will have a source analysis question and one essay question. 

How will you be assessed? 





Transition work

Y11 – Y12



Part 1: What are the main ethnic groups in South Africa and 
what are their origins?

Background – South Africa Before 1948

In the 1946 census the population of South Africa was 11,415,945. 69% were classed as 
Bantu or native, 21% as white, 8% as coloured and 2% as Indian. How had this racial 
mixture come to be? To understand we have to delve back thousands of years to when 
these different groups arrived.

The Khoisan

The brown-skinned Khoisan are the 
earliest inhabitants of what would later 
become known as South Africa. They can 
be divided into two groups: The San who 
lived mainly by hunting and gathering 
and whom the first white settlers called 
‘Bushmen’, and the Khoikhoi, who were 
pastoralists, herding cattle. They were 
first called ‘Hottentots’ by white settlers.

The Khoisan groups first arrived around 2000 years ago, and by 1600 AD there were around 120,000 
Khoisan living mainly in the south and west of the country. 

Bantu-speaking farmers

Around 400 AD a new group arrived in South Africa. They spoke a different 
group of languages, called the Bantu language family. They were also 
distinct because, unlike the Khoisan, they were farmers – as well as 
herding sheep and goats they cultivated crops. They were divided into 
tribes of varying size, and spoke different Bantu languages. Some of the 
main groups included the Zulu and Xhosa. 

The Bantu-speaking groups settled mainly in the north and east of the 
country, where there was more rain and fertile soil to grow crops. They 
greatly outnumbered the Khoisan, as farming can support a greater 
population density. 

The distinction between Bantu-speaking and Khoisan groups remains important for the period we study. The 
South African government between 1948-1994 classified Khoisan people into the ‘coloured’ racial group, along 
with people of mixed race (who made up most of this group). The Bantu-speaking groups formed their own 
‘Bantu’ or ‘Native’ category, though today these names have been changed and these groups call themselves 
Black Africans. The label ‘coloured’ has not disappeared in South Africa, however.  Though it has negative 
associations in the UK today, it has its own distinct meaning in South Africa and is still used with pride by the 
coloured community.

A Zulu warrior

San hunters, painted around 1830



The Dutch (and Portuguese)

The first Europeans to arrive in South Africa were the Portuguese. In 1488 the Portuguese were the 
first to explore the coast, as they opened up new trade routes to Asia. They did not, however, settle in 
South Africa.

The first colony of Europeans was founded by the Dutch. The Dutch East India company were traders 
who were trying, like the Portuguese, to bring back spices from Asia by going around Africa. They 
established a colony on the Cape beside Table Bay, the very southern tip of Africa. This would act as a 
station where their ships heading to and from the ‘East Indies’ could replenish their supplies. This 
permanent settlement was founded in 1652 by Jan van Riebeeck, and became known as Cape Town. By 
1659 it was recognised as part of the Dutch Empire and the settlement and surrounding land became 
known as the Dutch Cape Colony.

There was conflict between the Khoikhoi of the Cape region and the Dutch settlers, with the Khoikhoi
seeing the Dutch taking their land for their own sheep and cattle. Many khoikhoi were enslaved by the 
Dutch and forced to work as farmhands and domestic servants. European diseases like smallpox 
ravaged their population, and their spears and shields were no match for Dutch firearms. Over time, 
the white population grew, and the Khoikhoi way of life disintegrated, by 1770 the vast majority had 
been killed. They originally spoke Dutch, but this developed over time into its own distinct language, 
Afrikaans. The Dutch settlers became known by the Afrikaans word for farmers Boers, and later would 
simply call themselves Afrikaners (Africans). 

The San were treated even more appallingly by the European settlers, who saw these hunter-gatherers 
as little better than animals. They were often hunted, with the adults being killed and the children 
taken as slaves. 

While slavery was practiced in the Dutch Cape Colony many white men would have had sexual 
intercourse with enslaved Khoikhoi women, raping the women they saw as they property rather 
than people. The resulting children of mixed parentage became known as ‘Cape Coloured’. Their 
descendants would form part of the ‘Coloured’ racial group in South Africa.

The Dutch settlers started to meet Bantu-speaking farmers such as the Xhosa and Zulu as they 
searched further east for grazing land. Conflict again ensued, but these groups were more 
numerous and better armed than the Khoikhoi and San people and proved a more formidable 
enemy.

Boers (Dutch 
settlers) 
hunting San 
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1820 by C. D. 
Bell



Map of the early Dutch settlement on South Africa’s Cape, and the surrounding groups

The British

By the late 1700s Britain was the strongest industrial and naval power in the world and had the 
largest empire in world history. In order to secure their trade with India, Britain took control of 
Cape Colony from the Dutch in 1795.

Under British control, Cape Colony expanded rapidly. Though Britain outlawed slavery in 1833, their 
treatment of indigenous groups they were still content to take indigenous peoples’ land. The British 
had more military power at their disposal, and mobilised British troops to fight against Bantu 
groups such as the Xhosa. 

At the same time another empire was forming in South Africa. Shaka Zulu, a brilliant military leader 
who revolutionised traditional Zulu warfare. Shaka’s wars with neighbouring tribes cause huge 
displacements of people – this was called the Mfecane (scattering of peoples). This created 
opportunities for the British to expand their territory, with some areas completely abandoned due 
to Shaka’s wars. However, facing the Zulus themselves proved more difficult. The Anlgo-Zulu war in 
1879 resulted in some humiliating defeats for Britain, despite their superior weapons. Eventually, 
however, the Zulu chiefs surrendered. 

Indians

Though the Dutch imported some Indian workers as slaves in the 1700s, most Indian South Africans 
today trace their ancestry back to those that arrived under British rule in the 1860s onwards. 

Indians were brought as indentured labourers to work on sugar cane plantations in the Natal region 
(south-east). Indentured labour was a system in which Indians signed a contract that bound them 
to work for employers for a period of 5 years for low wages. Though workers were required to 
declare they had done so voluntarily, in reality this system was little different from slavery. It grew 
in popularity at the same time  as slavery was outlawed in the British Empire, in order to replace 
the cheap labour provided by slaves. 



What are the four main racial groups recorded on the 1946 census of South Africa?

Which was the largest racial group in South Africa in 1946?

Which are the earliest group of people to live in South Africa? When did they arrive?

Which group arrived in South Africa around 400 AD? How did they differ from previous inhabitants?

Why did the Dutch decide to colonise South Africa? When did this occur?

How did the first colonists treat the existing indigenous inhabitants of South Africa?

What impact do you think this treatment will make on the future relations and power relationship 
between racial groups?

What was the name given to the Dutch colonists, which means ‘farmers’? What is the name of their 
language, from which this word derives?

What is meant by the term ‘Coloured’ in South Africa? From which groups can coloured people trace 
their ancestry?

Which group was classified as ‘Native’ in the 1946 census? What term is used by this community today 
instead of ‘Native’?



Which European nation took control of Cape Colony in the 1800s? What was their aim in doing so?

What was the Mfecane and how did it impact Bantu-speaking groups and the British?

How and why did Indians first arrive in South Africa?

What is similar or different about their treatment by European settlers?

Map showing the prevalent racial groups 
across South Africa today.
Red = Black African
Green/Blue = Coloured
Yellow = White 
Purple = Asian

How have the racial categories used today 
changed since 1946? Why might this be?

Using what you’ve learned about the history of South Africa, suggest reasons for the patterns you see in 
the distribution of different racial groups across South Africa today



Part 2: Conflict between the British and Boers

Background – South Africa Before 1948

Though both descendants of Dutch settlers (the Afrikaners or Boers) and the British were counted 
together in a single racial category in the 1946 census, there was a deep cultural and political 
divide between the two white groups in South Africa. They spoke different languages, Afrikaans 
and English, and had different amounts of wealth and influence. To understand why this was the 
case, we need to look in depth at the relations between the two groups in the 1800s, when the 
British were in control of the former Dutch Cape Colony.

Many Boers, Dutch settlers, were unhappy with British rule in the Cape Colony. Though the British 
kept and reinforced many of the more repressive institutions set up by the Dutch authorities, such 
as required Khoisan people to carry a “pass” in order to travel away from their designated abode 
or place of work, this began to change over time. As British opinion towards slavery began to 
change, the British abolished the ‘Hottentot Codes’ that restricted the movement of Khoisan
people, and abolished slavery entirely in 1833. 

Many Boers, primarily cattle farmers, were deeply opposed to these changes. Unable to guarantee 
their own access to Khoisan labour due to the abolition of slavery and of ‘passes’ that restricted 
Khoisan movement, they felt their way of life and livelihood were under threat. Between 1835 and 
1845, 14,000 Boers, with the same number of Khoisan and black (Bantu-speaking) servants, left 
the Cape Colony. Their aim, according to one of their leaders, Piet Retief was “To preserve proper 
relationships between master and servant… and to lead a more quiet life than we have heretofore 
done”. 

The Dutch travellers who left the Cape Colony became known as the Voortrekkers. They faced 
numerous challenges as they travelled east. Much of the land they moved into they found empty 
due to the Mfecane, but elsewhere they faced dangerous Bantu-speaking enemies such as the 
Ndebele and the Zulu. The Voortrekkers used commando tactics against their enemies, and formed 
a laager (circle of wagons) for protection if ambushed on their trek. For centuries to come, people 
would speak of the Afrikaaner or Boer ‘laager mentality’, meaning their tendency to band together 
isolate themselves from outside threats. 

The fact that some of the land that the 
Voortrekkers entered was empty helped to 
create the ‘empty land’ myth. This was the idea 
that the Boers were the first to settle this land, 
and that it was they who were the earliest 
settlers of most land in South Africa, not the 
Bantu-speaking groups. This helped cement the 
Boers later identity as Afrikaners, meaning 
simply ‘Africans’. Of course, in reality, the land 
had only been recently vacated due to the 
Mfecane, the result of Shaka’s expansion of the 
Zulu Kingdom. 

The Boer (Afrikaner) Voortrekkers formed a circle of 
wagons called a laager to protect from raids 



The most famous example of the Boers using their laager tactic to great effect was at the Battle of 
Blood River in 1838. A group of Voortrekkers were murdered by Zulus when trying to settle in Zululand. 
They were avenged, however, at this battle by using the laager tactic, which allowed the 500 Boers to 
defeat an army of 10,000 Zulus without taking a single loss of life. The battle became a huge part of 
Boer cultural identity, and the leader of the group of victorious Boers, Andries Pretorius, is the man 
after whom Pretoria (executive capital of South Africa) is named. By the 1930s the battle was used by 
Afrikaners to suggest the savagery and inferiority of groups like the Zulu, and the miraculous victory 
was used to show how the Afrikaners were chosen by God to rule South Africa.

The result of the 
Voortrekkers’ journey was 
to create two new colonies 
of their own, free from 
British rule – the Boer 
republics of the Transvaal, 
and Orange Free State. The 
British had become 
worried about the Boers 
taking over the port of 
Durban in the east, and so 
arrived there in 1842 to 
create another British 
colony, Natal. 

The situation in the 1850s, therefore, was that there were two Boer colonies and two British colonies. 
The Boers and the British soon came into conflict in the Boer Wars. The first Boer War (1880-1881) 
resulted in victory for the Boer republics, who retained their independence. However, in the Second 
Boer War (1899-1902) they were defeated by the British. The republics were now under British control, 
and in 1910 the Union of South Africa was created, uniting all four colonies into a single one, as part of 
the British Empire. 

The Union of South Africa was a dominion of the British Empire, like Australia and Canada. This meant that 
it was essentially self-governing, having its own parliament, but was a constitutional monarchy with the 
British monarch as its official head of state. This meant that the monarch’s representative in South Africa, 
the governor-general, was needed to approve laws. Initially, the governor-general could seek advice from 
London before doing this, though by the 1930s they were given more autonomy. Despite this, it was the 
elected representatives within South Africa that held the real power. 

The Union kept many of the laws within each formerly independent colony intact. Each colony, for 
example, had different rules on voting. The Boer republics denied the rights of any non-Europeans to vote 
in or stand for elections, while the British Cape Colony had a qualified franchise – this meant that some 
coloured men in the Cape did qualify to vote if they owned land. The electorate across the Union of South 
Africa, therefore, were almost entirely white, with the majority Bantu population unable to vote at all. As a 
result, the government was white. The first Prime Minister was a former Boer general, Louis Botha, who 
led a coalition of Afrikaner (Boer) and British MPs. 



Were the main reason that the Boers were unhappy with British rule in Cape Colony cultural or 
economic? Explain why

Who were the Voortrekkers?

Explain what a ‘laager mentality’ and how it relates to Voortrekker tactics

Explain how the ‘empty land myth’ helped to justify the Voortrekkers’ actions

Why do you think that the Battle of Blood river become so important to Afrikaner identity in the 1900s?

Who were the two sides fighting in the Second Boer War?

What was the result of the Second Boer War, and what consequences did it have for the colonies of 
South Africa?

In what year was the Union of South Africa formed, forming the basis for the modern nation of South 
Africa?



How might the Afrikaners (Boers) feel about being a British ‘dominion’ as part of the Union of South 
Africa?

How far would you consider the Union of South Africa to be a democratic state? Why?

How far would you consider the Union of South Africa to be an independent state? Why?



Research question: The Voortrekker Monument

Use your own research to explain the significance of the Voortrekker monument to 
Afrikaner identity

You should explain:
- A) The form of the monument and what it symbolises
- B) When it was constructed and what was happening in South Africa at the time
- C) How the Voortrekkers are remembered today, including perspectives from 

multiple groups in South Africa



Further Reading and Films

Further Reading

Fiction set in apartheid South Africa:
• Cry, the Beloved Country - Alan Paton
• Age of Iron - J. M. Coetzee

Non-Fiction:
• Kaffir Boy: The True Story of a Black Youth's Coming of Age in Apartheid South Africa -

Mark Mathabane
• Long Walk to Freedom - Nelson Mandela

This dramatization of Mandela’s 
life gives a brief overview of his 

fight against apartheid 

This documentary gives a more 
thorough look at Mandela’s 
resistance against apartheid, 

and is available online

This adaptation of Alan Paton’s 
novel set in apartheid South Africa 

will give you an insight into how 
apartheid damaged communities

Feature Films and Documentaries

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0_eYnCrh6gU

