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Judge John Hlophe’s recent comments about certain prejudiced
members of the legal fraternity has once again yanked the 
question of race relations from just under the surface of national

attention firmly into the foreground.
South Africa has undeniably made great advances in racial reconcilia-

tion since the death of apartheid, but the race is far from won. And
Judge Hlophe is not the only one saying so. 

His comments about the prevalence of racial prejudice in legal circles
raises two possibilities: either racial prejudice and intolerance has
never waned since the birth of democratic freedom, or – and certainly
the worse alternative – race relations have deteriorated in the after-
math of the relative racial harmony of South Africa’s honeymoon years.

This question of continually troubled versus recently deteriorating
race relations is not only applicable to the judiciary. It is relevant for
all spheres of industry, sport, government, schools and every other

segments of South African society. 
The SA Reconciliation Barometer, which completed its third 

national public opinion survey in April this year, provides a good 
platform for examining what has been happening to racial attitudes
and race relations in South Africa over the past year and a half. 

The barometer shows some signs of improvement here and there,
but most indicators of the state of race relations have shown little
signs of movement in the past 18 months, showing that we truly 
still have a long way to go.

If racial reconciliation after 15 years of democracy is to show
marked improvements from the shape of race relations 10 years 
into our democracy, we need to gain a clear understanding of 
race relations today, including where the pitfalls and promises lie. 
And then we will have to talk about it – honestly and constructively.

Data from three consecutive rounds of the national 
SA Reconciliation Barometer survey conducted over the
past year and a half suggest that racial attitudes may be 

stabilising, but that a lack of cross-racial contact and a lack of under-
standing remain the biggest challenges. Racially diverse schools, on
the other hand, may represent one of the most valuable opportunities
for fostering racial reconciliation.

These results stem from three national surveys conducted in March
to April 2003, October to November 2003 and April to May 2004. In all
three surveys, the exact same sampling methodology, questionnaires
and interviewing techniques were used, allowing for maximum 
comparability. 

Face-to-face interviews were done with socially and racially 
representative samples of 3 498, 3 499 and 3 498 South Africans
respectively. Interviews were conducted in metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas, including informal settlements and deep rural areas.
Respondents were interviewed in the language of their choice, by an
interviewer of the same race as themselves. The surveys all complied
with the necessary scientific requirements and the results provide a
highly representative basis for describing the views of South Africans.

The first step to analysing the state of race relations is to 
investigate how frequently, if ever, South Africans of different 
racial backgrounds intermingle. 

CROSS-RACIAL CONTACT DURING EVERY-DAY INTERACTIONS

The results indicate that more than a third of all South Africans 
report never having any cross-racial contact during an average day 
of the week, whether at work or otherwise. Although contact levels
appear to have stabilised since the second half of last year, they still
represent a 10% increase in the number of South African who never
talk to South Africans of other races. 

This increase is mostly among black South Africans, and it is likely
that a small portion of this change could stem from fluctuations in
employment levels. An increase in job losses could reduce overall 
levels of employment based inter-racial contact. It may also indicate
that people are changing the places they go to – as the shopping and
other facilities in townships and suburbs expand, so there may no
longer be the need for people to go to the cities for such everyday
activities, thereby reducing opportunities for cross-racial contact. 

Alternatively, we could be witnessing a new brand of ‘group areas’
residential patterns. Although all residential areas are now legally
open to all South Africans, there are rumoured to be cases where 
the inhabitants of previously ‘white’, ‘coloured’ or ‘indian’ suburbs
move out as black South Africans move into these areas. 

All these possibilities are likely only to preset part of the answer,
and other factors need to be considered.

editorialRACE BACK ON THE RADAR SCREEN –
TRACKING RACE RELATIONS

ARE RACIAL DIVISIONS 

STAGNATING?
By Karin Lombard
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CROSS-RACIAL CONTACT WHILST SOCIALISING

Overall, there is a similar pattern with regard to more voluntary, social
cross-racial contact. More than half of all South Africans, and in fact
10% more than was the case in April last year, never socialise with
people who do not belong to the same population group as themselves.

Analysing the data by race reveals that far fewer whites, coloureds
and indians than blacks report never interacting with members of
other population groups on any given weekday and in social contexts.
This is hardly surprising given that the great majority of the South
African population is black and that it is more likely that members 
of the white, coloured and indian minority groups make contact 
with black South Africans, than it is for black South Africans to 
make contact with the comparatively much smaller groups of indians,
coloureds and whites. Additionally, many black South Africans spend
their days in the country’s townships, which are very rarely visited by
white, coloured and indian South Africans, and are therefore subject
to a certain degree of involuntary racial isolation. 

On the whole, despite the fact that there may be a slight increase 
in cross-racial contact among the minority groups, cross-racial 
contact levels remain at the moderate levels of the latter part of 
last year, ruling out the possibility of an increase of interaction 
across racial divides.

UNDERSTANDING PEOPLE OF OTHER RACES

Although there is no conclusive verdict on whether cross-racial 
contact enhances racial harmony, it does seem likely that extensive

contact, in particular contact in a more relaxed ‘social’ environment,
provides more opportunities for existing stereotypes and prejudices
to be dispelled.

Considering the low levels of contact, it is not surprising that around
60% of South Africans continue to struggle to understand their fellow
South Africans from other racial backgrounds, and this percentage
has remained stable over the course of the year and a half.

Within the different racial groups, the proportion who struggle 
to understand their fellow citizens from diverse racial backgrounds
has also remained stable, the exception being quite a sharp decline
amongst coloured South Africans. On the whole, black South Africans
are most affected by a difficulty in understanding the customs and
ways of other racial groups. This could largely be attributed to the
greater extent of social isolation experienced by black South Africans,
though other possible reasons should be explored.

TRUSTWORTHINESS OF OTHER RACES 

Compared to the almost two thirds of respondents claiming to have
trouble understanding people of other races, substantially fewer
South Africans report having trouble trusting people of other race groups.

This measure of cross-racial perception also remains relatively 
static over time, with only whites revealing a significant upswing in
inter-racial distrust of 8% during the course of last year, followed by 
a 4% downswing since then. Between November last year and April
this year, there was also a 7% drop in the portion of coloured South
Africans claiming that people from other racial backgrounds are
untrustworthy.
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Question asked: On a typical day during the week, whether at work or 
otherwise, how often do you talk to people of other races? (Percentage 
who said never)

Question asked: When socialising in your own home or the homes of friends,
how often do you talk to people of other races? (Percentage who said never)

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO NEVER HAVE 
CROSS-RACIAL CONTACT WHILST SOCIALISING

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO NEVER HAVE CROSS-RACIAL CONTACT 
DURING THEIR EVERY-DAY INTERACTIONS
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LIVING IN NEIGHBOURHOODS 
MOSTLY POPULATED BY OTHER RACES

Looking at the national statistics there has also been little change
with regard to people’s views of living in a neighbourhood dominated
by another race. Just over half of all South Africans have no problem 
with broadly integrated neighbourhoods. Clear racial differences
exist, with whites revealing the greatest resistance to integrated
neighbourhoods and coloureds the greatest enthusiasm.

The data also show that on a national level, there has been no

increase in the proportion of citizens who approve of inter-racial
neighbourhoods over the past year and a half. The only possible
exception would be the coloured and white communities. Between
November last year and April this year, the proportion of whites who
approved of racially-mixed neighbourhoods has increased from 35% 
to 48%, whilst amongst coloureds it has increased from 73% to 80%. 

MIXED MARRIAGES

Only 16% of whites approve of mixed marriages, and there is no 
sign of attitudes changing. Approval amongst indian and black South
Africans has remained stable at 53%. The only change occurred in the
coloured community, where the acceptance of mixed marriages has
risen by 10%, meaning that 77% of coloured South Africans approve
of mixed marriages.

It is interesting to note that in terms of the national data, support
levels for mixed marriages within the direct family are almost the
same as those for living in neighbourhoods dominated by South
Africans of other races.

MIXED SCHOOLING

Racially diverse, if not meaningfully integrated, schools are met with
greater approval than mixed neighbourhoods and marriages. More
than two-thirds of South Africans approve, and after a small dip in
support levels towards the latter part of last year, the degree of
approval rose again to 68% of the population being in favour of 
mixed schools.

Again approval ratings are lowest amongst white South Africans, 
but whites have also undergone the greatest change, with almost 
20% more whites in support of racially-mixed schools in April this
year compared with November last year.
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Question asked: I find it difficult to understand the customs and ways of
people of other races. (Percentage that agreed)

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO HAVE 
DIFFICULTY UNDERSTANDING PEOPLE OF OTHER RACES

Question asked: People of other races are untrustworthy. 
(Percentage that agreed)

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO FIND 
PEOPLE OF OTHER RACES UNTRUSTWORTHY
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Question asked: Having a close relative marry a person of another race.
(Percentage who approve)

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO APPROVE 
OF MIXED MARRIAGES IN THEIR FAMILIES
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CONCLUSION

When looking at the state of racial attitudes through the lens of the
past decade of phenomenal change, most obviously in the political, 
legislative and institutional sphere, but also in the realm of the 
economic and social, a lack of any overall change in perceptions 
over the past year and a half is somewhat disconcerting.

In fact, on a concrete, behavioural level, the data indicated a 
temporary increase in the portions of South African society that lived
in almost complete isolation over the course of last year. Fortunately,
it does appear that this trend has stabilised, but levels of contact will
need continued close monitoring. 

The salience of cross-racial contact and interaction for amiable 
race relations and reconciliation is enormous. At the same time, 
levels of contact may, in actual fact, be the most decisive indicator 
of the actual state of race relations. 

The surveys show that South Africans do still appear to be in the
grasp of a collection of generalised preconceptions and hardened

stereotypes. An inability to understand the ‘other’ continues to loom
large. Breaking down these barriers takes time.

But there is hope. There is some indication that people are willing 
to try. The two-thirds of the population that support integrated schools
may be a good place to start. 

The increased support for integrated schools and neighbourhoods
amongst whites is therefore a good sign. Schools can play an integral
role in building understanding and trust. Although there is moderate
support for racially diverse neighbourhoods and families, schools are
by nature better suited to facilitate stereotype-reduction work. The
success of schools in changing these somewhat disconcerting figures
on cross-racial distrust and a lack of understanding will depend on
how the curriculum addresses these issues, but also on the extent to
which teachers create spaces for this to happen. 

Karin Lombard is Project Co-ordinator of the SA Reconciliation
Barometer at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation in Cape Town.

COMMUNITY 

HEALING: A GUIDE

FOR FACILITATORS

(Price: R50)

This publication 
is the outcome of 
an innovative three-
year ‘Community

Healing’ project in Cradock in the Eastern
Cape Province, initiated by Nyameka
Goniwe, a community leader and project
manager with the Institute. It is a
resource guide which provides hands-on
examples, ideas and guidelines for people
who would like to make a difference in
their communities.

TURNING POINTS 

IN HISTORY SERIES 

(Price: R200 for the entire series)

A set of six unique books 
written by well-known 
historians that provide a 
stimulating and imaginative
portrayal of important stages

in the historical development of South
Africans society from pre-colonial time 
to the dawn of the new South Africa.

UNDER THE SAME 

TREE – LEARNER'S AND

TEACHER’S BOOKS 

(Price: R50 each)

Drawing on first-hand 
teaching experience that
combines History and

Life Orientation, these books contain a
wide variety of activities that teachers 
and learners can use to develop the skills, 
values, knowledge and insights required to
overcome our divided past and move into
the future as a united, yet diverse country.

PASS LAWS IN THE

WESTERN CAPE:

IMPLEMENTATION 

AND RESISTANCE

This Oral History
Resource Guide on 
the Pass Laws in the

Western Cape contains a clear framework
for developing lesson plans using oral 
history methodology and techniques. 
It also contains a sample learning-unit,
including a source-based activity, a
research assignment and an enrichment
activity.

DISCOVERING 

OTHERS (Price: R30)

The aim of Discovering
Others is to make a 
positive contribution 
to the establishment 
of interpersonal relation-

ships among South Africans based on
respect for one another and an acknow-
ledgement of our inter-dependence as 
fellow citizens.

For further information, or to buy copies 
of these resources contact Siphokazi: 
Tel +27 (21) 659 7121 or E-mail:
info@ijr.org.za

RECONCILIATION 
RECONSTRUCTION&

REMEMBER, RECONCILE,  RECONSTRUCT

The Institute has produced a number of
guides and teaching resources to assist 
people engaging in community interventions
as well as formal and informal education 
initiatives. Here are a few examples:
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The most serious problem facing post-
apartheid South Africa is the persistent
failure to forge cross-cutting relation-

ships between races. Numerous studies have
indicated that many South Africans exist in
racially isolated enclaves. 

This has been confirmed by the results of 
a survey of adult South Africans undertaken
by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation
(IJR) over the past year and a half. The IJR
has been following trends on social integra-
tion amongst South African races and the
picture is not wholly encouraging. 

Over a third of South Africans indicated
that they don’t have any day-to-day contact
with people of other races, while 56% never
socialise with people from other groups and
thus, not surprisingly, 60% say they have 
difficulty in understanding other population
groups. Forty per cent mistrust people of
other racial groups, although encouragingly
53% are supportive of living in racially 
mixed neighbourhoods. Very positively, 68%
approve of their children attending a racially
mixed school, while only 49% approve of
mixed marriages. 

The logical question to confront in this

regard is: why is this occurring? Why is it that
trends indicate a form of stagnation in race
relations?

These questions are clearly difficult to
unravel, especially given earlier anecdotal
evidence during the demise of apartheid that
some progress was being made. The euphoria
around concepts such as the ‘rainbow nation’
that dominated public discourse in the mid-
1990, clearly do not tally with the facts on
the ground.

A likely source of these continued divisions
is, ironically, that as South Africans engaged
in a negotiated transition, they clearly
missed the chance to confront concretely 
the underlying problems around race. The
imperative to end apartheid unfortunately
ended up de-emphasising a robust analysis
of racial problems. This is supported by the
acrimony around whether South Africa is
already a non-racial society or not. In other
words, has South Africa resolved issues
around race since 1994 and ushered in a
truly ‘rainbow nation’, or is this a mirage?

It appears that in the haste to forge a united
society, the ideals of a future non-racial society
have unfortunately been confused with reality.

A lot of South Africans are very defensive
about the salience of racial factors in society.
Race is a taboo subject, as people fear to be
accused of being trapped or of ‘re-racialising’
society.

But what should be concretised is that 
discourse about race cannot claim to have
resolved the racial question when this problem
has dogged the country for so many genera-
tions. Closing the debate over race is a sure
way of failing to resolve tensions around it.
The challenge is to recognise that a yearning
to have a non-racial society should not
detract from persistent engagement with 
the issue of race relations. Otherwise reality
is distorted.

Another factor that militates against break-
ing racial barriers is the continued economic
disparities in society that are still racially
defined. For example, it is not surprising 
that 56% of South Africans do not socialise
across races because the continuing racially
determined patterns of settlement that are
inexorably linked to economic status are still
a reality.   

To take one example, 64% of black people
say they do not socialise with members of

Is there hope?By Thabisi Hoeane

RACE
RELATIONS
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other population groups. This is to be expected
when most black people still live in informal
settlements, townships and decaying inner
cities. The restrictions of where the majority
of black South Africans live means that they
just have no chance of socialising with other
groups. It is not really a question of whether
they like to or not – their economic status
determines this.    

Although there is indeed development in
terms of racially mixed neighbourhoods, 
the reality is that this mobility is tied to eco-
nomic success – most areas that are being
de-racialised are the former white areas.
Thus black people who are able to access
these former white areas are the upwardly
mobile ones. 

And the fact of the matter is that the 
economic status of most black people has 
not changed sufficiently for them to be
socially mobile and escape the trap of their
deprived conditions. Thus the integration of
neighbourhoods becomes one-dimensional
and is dependent on economic status. Most
Indians, whites and coloureds have not lost
their differential economic status to the
degree that they need to move into black
areas.

Thus the issue to come to with terms is
that increasing integration often fails not
because of choice but because of broader
economic and other issues. Indeed considering
that the IJR surveys reveals that over half of

South Africans have no problem with living 
in mixed neighborhoods, this underlines 
that people are not averse to living together
but that economic circumstances dictate 
otherwise.

What is encouraging about these trends 
is that with respect to mixed schools, South
Africans are not averse to such integration.
What can be surmised from this data is that
the potential exists for the de-racialising 
of society. This is critical, for it is at schools
where future generations are going to meet
– generations that have not grown up under
an aversely racialised society. This suggests
that future generations of South Africans are
likely to live their lives in more integrated
conditions.

This also hints at another very interesting
development: that South African adults largely
see themselves as victims of past racial
stereotypes, which are difficult to break. But
they see their children as living and growing
up in a racially free society. Although they
might not see themselves as integrating, 
they recognise that their children are likely
to live in a racially mixed society.

The attitude towards inter-racial marriages
also indicates latent potential for more 
integration. Just about half of South Africans
approve of such unions. The data is encour-
aging in that although the feeling has
remained constant for blacks and Indians, 
it has grown for whites and coloureds. At

least there is no regression in this important
element of integration.

The eradication of racially-biased mindsets
is clearly a very big challenge for South
Africa, which has been dominated by such
attitudes for a long time. Given that it is 
just ten years after the demise of statutorily
imposed racial differences, it is possibly too
early to expect that the undoing of such
mindsets will have progressed far. 

Indeed, there are other material factors
such as economic conditions which affect 
this process: the more South African society
is unable to deal with economic disparities
that are defined by race, the smaller the
chances that South Africans will integrate.
And despite contemporary evidence that
racial prejudices are still present in society,
there is sufficient evidence to indicate that
potential exists for these trends to change.

SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT

Almost half of all South Africans (49%)
believe their financial situation is better 
than that of their parents.

Sixty six percent of South Africans believe
that their children, or the children of family
and friends, have good future prospects. 
A much smaller 21% they have bleak future
prospects.

A quarter of South Africans (26%) believe
that government policies have led to a 
deterioration in the quality of education
available in the country.

Just over half (51%) of all South Africans
think the education system in the country
prepares the children of today for the job
market.

More than half of all South Africans (55%)
would rather have a low-paying full-time job,
than have to face the risk of making their
own living.

Eighty six percent of all South Africans are
confident of a happy future for all races in
South Africa.

Thabisi Hoeane is a Political Commentator 
and a Lecturer at the Department of Political 

and International Studies at Rhodes University.
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There is a shift afoot in the coloured
community. It dominates attitudinal
change in race relations over the past

year. The SA Reconciliation Barometer’s
recent results show that South Africans
continue to struggle to understand their 

fellow citizens from diverse racial back-
grounds with the exception of the coloured
community. A close examination of the data
indicates that while there is little variation 
in white attitudes ranging from 40% to 45%
who claim not to understand their fellow 
citizens over the past year or in black 
attitudes that range from 65% to 67% over
the same period, the levels in the coloured
community have dropped from 43% to 29%.

It may have been possible to ignore this
statistic, but other elements of the survey
point in a similar direction. Other data 
report the extent to which South Africans
find people of other races untrustworthy.
While whites revealed a significant upswing
in inter-racial distrust of 8% during the
course of last year, the coloured community
recently dropped by 7%. 

The data also show that coloureds display
the greatest enthusiasm for integrated
neighbourhoods. Approval in the coloured
community stands at 80%, compared with
white approval ratings at 48%, black at 53%
and indian at 71%. 

While more than two-thirds of South
Africans approve of integrated schools, the

figure in the coloured community stands at
89%. Only 16% of whites approve of mixed
marriages, while coloureds have over the
past year shown a 10% increase in approval
bringing their rating to 77%.

Why these significant shifts ten years 
into the new democracy? They probably 

have to be attributed to numerous factors
and require more consistent study before
coming to easy conclusions. 

However, the persistence of the shift across
different areas of public life definitely confirms
a trend towards healthier attitudes in race
relations within the coloured community.

takes the
LEAD
in race

relations
By Zubeida Jaffer

COLOURED COMMUNITY
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The vast majority of this community resides in the Western Cape.
The dramatic change in the political landscape recently certainly must
have played a part in changing attitudes. As it imploded, the New
National Party (NNP) did convey to its constituency (partly coloured)
that working with black people was now no longer taboo. It is irrele-
vant in this context whether it did so for political expediency or as a
commitment to racial tolerance. 

The SA Reconciliation Barometer results show that there has been
a shift and it is very likely that this could partly be attributed to the
ANC/NNP pact. Ten years ago when the new democracy was born, the
NNP whipped up racial fears amongst coloured people. With this fear
factor now firmly removed, the way is open for greater cooperation
between communities at the local level. 

There have also been concerted interventions in the past year to
bring coloured communities into cross-racial city initiatives. Take 
the Klipfontein Corridor project, which the Western Cape Provincial
Government has launched. This corridor will link together the different
racial group areas from Rondebosch, through Athlone and into
Gugulethu. While it is essentially about the upgrading of transport
facilities and infrastructure, it will also enhance business opportunities
in the process. 

It is also important to examine what has happened at the level 
of school integration. Large numbers of black children have been 
successfully integrated into former coloured schools. At Glendale
Senior Secondary School in Mitchells Plain, half the children come
from Mitchells Plain and the other half from Khayelitsha. According
the school principal and teachers, there has not been one major 
incident of racial conflict in the past ten years. The school has had 
to work hard at combining the learners racially and involving them 

in numerous activities where they integrate. 
Despite the voices of doom and gloom, these small but significant

efforts at local level appear to have paid off. Those intent on sowing
the seeds of division are not winning. Instead, it is the consistent
commitment to non-racialism that has persevered and at this point
dominates the results.

While the trends are particularly significant for the coloured commu-
nity, the figures for other communities show a consistency that cannot
be seen as a backward shift. Instead, there appears to be a stabilisation
in attitudes. Interestingly, the white community has shifted most when
it comes to accepting integrated schools. While they continue to display
the lowest approval ratings, they have also undergone the greatest
change, with almost 20% more whites in support of racially-mixed
schools in April this year than in November last year. Improvement is
also indicated in support for racially-mixed neighbourhoods. Between
November last year and April this year, the proportion of whites who
approved of racially-mixed neighbourhoods has increased by 13%,
from 35% to 48%.

For the Western Cape, the shifts in the coloured community provide
an interesting indicator that perhaps the social programmes of govern-
ment and non-governmental organisations are paying dividends. Should
this trend in the Barometer results continue next year, they should 
be a strong validator of these shifts in attitudes. Those committed to 
the building of a non-racial democracy will do well to watch this 
space keenly.

Zubeida Jaffer is a political 
analyst with the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation in Cape Town.

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
APRIL 2003

All SA

PE
RC

EN
TA

GE
 O

F 
RE

SP
ON

DE
NT

S

NOVEMBER 2003 APRIL 2004

Black Coloured IndianWhite

Question asked: Living in a neighbourhood where half my neighbours are 
people of another race. (Percentage who approve)

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO APPROVE OF LIVING IN A NEIGHBOURHOOD
MOSTLY POPULATED BY PEOPLE OF OTHER RACES

Question asked: Having a person of another race sitting next to my child,
or the child of my family member, at school. (Percentage who approve)

SOUTH AFRICANS WHO APPROVE OF THEIR CHILDREN SITTING NEXT
TO A PERSON OF ANOTHER RACE AT SCHOOL
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If a country lives by its myths, then the
myth of post-apartheid South Africa
must be that it had become the ‘rainbow

nation’. 
The phrase coined spontaneously by the 
irrepressible Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
combined with its rich imagery served to
hold together a country that had been brutally

divided by race and injustice against the
majority. The myth saw the country through
negotiations at Codesa and the uncertain
prospects of power-sharing.  

At a popular level, Nelson Mandela often
appeared as the architect of nation-building
post-1994. This ‘rainbow myth’ or ‘Madiba
magic’ had not only become a talisman, 

but had also become part of the dominant
political discourse. The battle of a smooth
transition had been won, and Mandela 
himself had captured the hearts and minds 
of black and white South Africans alike.  

However, as the novelty of newly-won 
freedom wore thin, cracks began to appear
in the ‘rainbow myth’. The negotiated settle-

The Great South African
By Judith February

MYTH
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ment which led to peaceful elections in 1994
was the key to political stability. Unfortunately,
however, and for a variety of reasons, the
economic solutions eluded us and continue to
do so. Today, South Africa remains one of the
most unequal societies in the world, with an
unemployment rate of approximately 40% or
more, depending on which figures one chooses
to believe. Given the systematic, legalised
discrimination black people experienced
under apartheid, the majority of the unem-
ployed, poor and marginalised segment of
the South African population remains black. 

What does this mean for nation-building,
reconciliation and race relations? How are
we able to build a country where race no
longer matters when generally-speaking 
the lived experiences of black people are 
so vastly different to those of white people?
Can South Africa ever become a society in
which race does not matter? 

According to the latest SA Reconciliation
Barometer results, we are very far from
being a society where race no longer matters.
There is some evidence in the results of
South Africans ‘cocooning’ or being hesitant
to engage in cross-racial interaction. More
than a third of South Africans surveyed report
never having any cross-racial contact during
an average working day. Similarly, more than
half of South Africans surveyed responded
that they never socialise with people of other
racial groups.  

The lack of cross-racial interaction in the
workplace may be attributable to the fact
that in many instances workplaces are not 
representative of the demographics of South
Africa. The Employment Equity Act has been
passed by government in an attempt to
redress the imbalances of the past, and to
facilitate the entrance of black people into
the market-place. The Act has had uneven
success and much still needs to be done 
to change mind-sets and perceptions thus
enabling the South African workplace to
become truly integrated and representative.
Of course, even where there are integrated
workplaces, this does not in and of itself
bring about more inter-racial contact. Even in
those workplaces which are integrated, many
still tell of there being little interaction across
race groups.  

South Africa ‘at play’ indicates a similar
trend. South Africans across race groups

generally enjoy different ways of socialising.
Sadly, after ten years, the majority of South
Africans who enjoy and support soccer for
example are still black, while the majority of
people who enjoy sports such as rugby and
cricket are white, coloured or Indian. There
have been moments when the country has
been united by sport across racial groups,
but generally speaking black and white people
in South Africa remain separated by what
they enjoy. The 2010 Soccer World Cup will
perhaps provide a rare and important oppor-
tunity for South Africans of all races to unite
behind Bafana Bafana, attend games and so
be given an opportunity to ‘play together’. 

One cannot talk about race and not talk
about class. As indicated above, the economic
circumstances of black people, while greatly
improved in some areas, still lag behind
those of other population groups. As black
people are able to gain greater access to
economic opportunities, so perhaps they will
move away from townships into residential
areas which were previously designated
‘white’.  While this offers no guarantee, it
would provide greater possibilities of cross-
racial interaction in residential areas than at
present. Where there is interaction across
race groups in the workplace, one could
question the level of interaction? If the inter-
action is limited to black people holding mostly
‘service’ positions, this provides a further
dynamic and again indicates the barriers of
class to true, equal interaction across race
groups. 

While it is crucial that the goals of deracial-
ising the economy are met, the lack of cross-
racial integration in many instances can also
be attributed to a simple lack of understanding
amongst different racial groups. It would
seem that in many cases groups still hold
negative perceptions of one another. It is 
difficult to know how to overcome this – while
politicians and civil society organisations can
surely play a part in educating citizens and in
promoting racial tolerance, citizens themselves
need to bridge the gap across races. How this
happens will depend on the extent to which
people across races interact with each other
in the workplace and elsewhere.   

The question remains: do the figures indicate
a hopelessly polarised society or is there hope?

The upswing in the percentage of whites
who distrust people of other races, indicates

a level of hostility and could possibly be
ascribed to whites feeling increasingly 
marginalised as black people inevitably
assert themselves more in post-apartheid
South Africa. The political rhetoric, too, 
has moved away from an emphasis on the
‘rainbow nation’ to a focus on the economic
inequality which is prevalent in South Africa.
The perception by white people is often that
they are being marginalised, whether it be
through affirmative action, language or other
factors. This may see white people withdrawing
further into the secure enclave of interaction
amongst their own.  

Typically, South African contradictions arise
from the survey as well. The survey reveals
that, in general, people approve of inter-racial
neighbourhoods – the proportion of whites
for example who approved of racially-mixed
neighbourhoods has increased by 10%, from
35% to 48%. Furthermore, integration at
schools was supported across the board by
various race groups. Since November last
year, for instance, 20% more whites support
integrated schools. It is hard, in some ways,
to understand this – perhaps it is reflective
of the older generation believing that cross-
racial interaction is far more effortless for
children than it is for themselves as adults.
Not only effortless, but at some level this
may indicate an acceptance of change and
that it is inevitable and beneficial for children
to experience inter-racial contact from a
young age, thereby dispelling prejudice.    

As South Africa looks to the future, it is
clear that it will take more than ten years to
eradicate the legacy of apartheid and rebuild
trust across race groups. This is especially
so when black people still bear the brunt of
inequality. As more economic opportunities
open to people of all race groups, so there is
hope that greater interaction will take place
at work and at play. This could contribute to
stereotypes being broken and a culture of
tolerance, trust and understanding being 
created. The real hope, however, remains
with future generations – the youth (without
the baggage of the past) who are now
increasingly learning together and playing
together. For now though, race still matters. 

Judith February is the head of the 
Political Information and Monitoring Service

(PIMS) at Idasa. 
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THE SA RECONCILIATION BAROMETER 
TRACKING SOCIO-POLITICAL TRENDS  

The SA Reconciliation Barometer project of the Institute for

Justice and Reconciliation is a longitudinal study that monitors 

the reconciliation process. Through regular audits of actual social,

political and economic transformation; bi-annual national surveys

and ongoing anecdotal analysis of socio-political trends, the

Barometer seeks to find some answers to the question of how  

the country’s reconciliation process is going.

For further information contact the Institute: 
Tel: +27 21 659 7121 or E-mail: info@ijr.org.za

THE INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION

CONTACT DETAILS: EDITOR: Karin Lombard
46 Rouwkoop Road DESIGN & CONCEPT: COMPRESS
Rondebosch 7700 PRINTING: COMPRESS
Cape Town South Africa IMAGES: Nurene Jassiem, Fanie Du Toit,
Tel: +27 21 659 7121 Charles Villa-Vicencio
Fax: +27 21 659 7138 Cover image: PictureNet;
E-mail: info@ijr.org.za iAfrika, p7; PictureNet p9

Opening of the Gungqwana school

Building schools is not the Institute’s core business. In the course
of our community work in the Gungqwana area in the deep rural
Eastern Cape (former Transkei), we were, however, confronted

with a mud-brick community school that had totally collapsed. 
We responded. Friends of the Institute raised the money; Mr Shepard

Mayatula, Chairperson of the Education and Training Portfolio Committee
in the National Assembly, put us in touch with the Adopt-a-School project;
the Eastern Cape Education Department cooperated and the local 
community did the building. On the 8th of October the three-classroom
school was officially opened by the MEC for Education in the Eastern
Cape, Mr Mkhangeli Matomela, and Institute Board Member, Dr Spiwo
Xapile. 

Despite the progress made by government, there is a backlog of more
than 10 000 schools that need to be built. We built the Gungqwane school
for less than R200 000.

The Transformation Audit 2004 was released on the 10th November 2004. 
For more information contact Friederike Bubenzer at 

+27 (21) 659 7125 or fidi@ijr.org.za

TAKING POWER IN THE ECONOMY

The Transformation Audit will ask, on an annual basis, whether 
there has been progressive achievement of economic transformation
– for whom, and how. To sustain reconciliation, South Africans need
economic justice. Moreover, poverty and inequality demand effective
interventions. 

The Institute’s Transformation Audit sets out to measure how far 
we have come, and how far we have to go. 

Some of the topics under review: 
�The changing shape of the economy and Black Economic 

Empowerment strategies are improving things for some, 
but what of the majority? 

�Is our education system opening doors for the majority – 
or shutting them out? 

�Employment and unemployment – numbers, places and how 
South Africans experience them. 

�And we know inequality is increasing, as black and white middle 
class South Africans get richer – but what of the poor? Are their 
lives changing, and are things getting better or worse for them? 




