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1

Introduction: The Changing  
History of South Africa

In the late twentieth century South Africa was much in the public eye. 
Events such as the Soweto uprising of 1976, the virtual civil war of the 
1980s, the collapse of apartheid and the ‘small miracle’ (in Nelson Mandela’s 
words) of a peaceful transition to democracy in the 1990s brought wide-
spread attention to a country whose policies of legislated racial discrimina-
tion had made it an anomaly in the post-colonial world. South Africa ‘has 
ignited international passions in a way that few nations in recent history 
have managed’ (Andrews 2007: 148).

Over the same period, the study of South Africa’s past mushroomed. 
Many new academic works appeared from the mid-1970s and university 
courses on South African history were offered widely in Europe, the United 
States and Africa. Not only did the volume of scholarship increase: its 
general findings significantly transformed our understanding of the making 
of modern South Africa in a process which ‘in historiographical terms 
represents a revolution’ (Smith 1988). Although something of the ferment 
in historical writing of those decades has now passed, new work is con-
stantly appearing and South African history continues to be an engaging 
field for students.

This book attempts to introduce readers to some of this historical schol-
arship. It may be read as a self-contained work, although it is not a complete 
general history of South Africa, and the reader may choose to supplement 
it with one of the several good recent overviews on the market (see general 
surveys, p. 170). Although it ranges from the pre-colonial period to the 
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