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South Africans embrace ethnic identity, 

distrust other ethnic groups 

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1102 | Rehan Visser 

 

Summary  

In 2000, South Africa adopted a new coat of arms replete with a new motto: !ke e:/xarra//ke. 

Written in the language of the /Xam people, the phrase translates to “diverse people unite.” 

According to an official government explanation, “it represents the nation uniting in a 

common sense of belonging and national pride” (Government Communication and 

Information System, n.d.). To what extent do South Africans today feel united under the 

banner of the “Rainbow Nation”? 

South Africa’s colonial history is peppered with conflicts between ethnic groups over 

resources such as land, cattle, and gold: Khoi-Khoi vs. Dutch; Zulu vs. various neighbouring 

tribes; English vs. Xhosa, Zulu, Pedi, and Afrikaners; and Afrikaners vs. Ndebele, Griqua, Zulu, 

and Sotho (Reader’s Digest, 1994). During this period, ethnically homogenous states were 

established within the contemporary borders of South Africa that survive to this day – Lesotho 

and Eswatini – while another, Botswana, lies to the north. Large groups of ethnic Sothos, 

Swazis, and Tswanas are South African nationals.  

Early in the 20th century, Black Africans were assigned and moved to ethnically distinct 

“native reserves” (later “homelands” or “Bantustans”), with 87% of the country’s land 

reserved for Whites (Reader’s Digest, 1994). Forced removals of millions of Black Africans 

continued up to 1983 (South Africa: Overcoming Apartheid, Building Democracy, 2005). 

Rural homelands were extremely economically depressed, with little arable land and few 

work opportunities, pushing many to seek work in cities, where they were confined to 

crowded informal settlements and had to carry passbooks to enter White urban areas. 

Coloureds and South Asians/Indians were also forcibly relocated to racially homogenous 

zones (Reader’s Digest, 1994). Today, all South Africans enjoy freedom of movement, yet 

these large-scale residential patterns remain largely unchanged.  

Many South Africans continue to live in ethnically distinct areas – or in extreme cases, 

enclaves. Orania, an infamous small town in the Northern Cape, is an “Afrikaner-only” area 

founded by Whites. Prospective residents are screened by the town council, which prevents 

Black and mixed-race South Africans from living there, even if they speak Afrikaans. The town 

even has its own flag and currency (Fihlani, 2014). A similar community, called Kleinfontein, 

exists outside the capital, Pretoria. Residents of both areas defend their way of life by saying 

that they are protecting their distinct cultural identity (Raghavan, 2013). Meanwhile, more 

than 5 million Zulus, spread across 2.8 million hectares or 30% of KwaZulu-Natal’s territory, live 

on land held by the Ingonyama Trust, of which the Zulu king is the sole trustee (Human, 2024). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the country’s legacy of racial segregation and oppression, many 

aspects of South African discourse remain racialised, from debates about expropriation of 

land to the existence of racial quotas in sports such as cricket (Blackburn, 2025; Totsi, 2025; 

Mohamed, 2025). Race also features prominently in government policy, including in public 

procurement and new sectoral targets for employment equity. Indeed, 145 pieces of 
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national legislation containing racialised elements are currently operative, 122 of which were 

passed after 1994 (South African Institute of Race Relations, 2025).   

In 2025, South Africa’s ethnic tensions generated significant international media attention as 

the United States of America introduced an asylum programme dedicated to White 

Afrikaners, citing “unjust racial discrimination” against the group (Savage, 2025). President 

Cyril Ramaphosa referred to the few dozen people who left as “cowards” (Muia, 2025).  

This dispatch looks at South Africans’ views on ethnic identity, discrimination, and other ethnic 

groups. Survey findings reveal that one-fourth of citizens value their ethnic identity more 

highly than their nationality – the largest such share across 33 African countries surveyed in 

2024/2025. One-sixth of citizens identify more with being South African, down from seven in 10 

who felt that way in 2011.   

More than four in 10 respondents say the government discriminates against their ethnic 

group, including majorities of Coloured and Asian citizens.  

Fewer than one-third of South Africans say they trust members of other ethnic groups. Trust 

levels are especially low among Asians, Whites, and residents of KwaZulu-Natal. 

On a positive note, an overwhelming majority of South Africans would not mind or would 

welcome having someone belonging to a different ethnic group as a neighbour. Tolerance 

of interethnic unions in the family are similarly high. However, tolerance levels are notably 

down since 2018. 

Afrobarometer surveys 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, nonpartisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys 

(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face 

interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice. 

The Afrobarometer team in South Africa, led by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, 

interviewed a nationally representative, random, stratified probability sample of 1,600 adult 

citizens between 28 June and 19 July 2025. A sample of this size yields country-level results 

with a margin of error of +/-2.5 percentage points at a 95% confidence level. This was the 11th 

survey conducted in South Africa. 

Key findings 

▪ Asked whether they identify more with their ethnic group or nationality, a majority 

(58%) of South Africans say they feel both equally. One-fourth (26%) say they feel 

“more” or “only” their ethnic identity, while only 16% value their national identity more 

highly than their ethnicity. 

o Across 33 countries surveyed by Afrobarometer in 2024/2025, South Africans are 

most likely to identify more strongly with their ethnic group. 

o The proportion of South Africans who have a stronger association with their 

nationality dropped from a peak of 70% in 2011 to 16%. 

▪ More than four in 10 South Africans (44%) say the government discriminates against 

their ethnic group, including 75% of Coloured and 52% of Asian citizens. 

▪ Only three in 10 respondents (31%) say they trust members of other ethnic groups 

“somewhat” or “a lot.” 
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o Trust levels are especially low among Asians (8%), Whites (17%), and residents of 

KwaZulu-Natal (19%), but rise to more than half (60%) among uneducated South 

Africans. Citizens holding full-time jobs (43%) express greater trust than those 

outside full-time employment (20%-28%).   

▪ Most citizens express tolerance toward other ethnicities: 80% say they “would not 

care” or would “somewhat like” or “strongly like” if they lived next door to someone 

belonging to a different ethnic group. But tolerance levels have declined by 13 

percentage points compared to 2018.  

▪ In 2022, four-fifths (79%) of citizens said they would not mind or would like it if a 

member of their family married someone of a different ethnicity.  

o One-fourth (24%) of Whites were opposed to interethnic marriage, compared to 

roughly one-sixth (15%-18%) of other races. 

Ethnic identity 

Within Afrobarometer’s survey sample, eight in 10 South Africans (80%) identify as “Black” or 

“African,” while small minorities identify as “White” or “European” (8%), “Coloured” or “mixed 

race” (7%), and “South Asian” or “East Asian”1 (5%). These proportions are in line with the 

latest census, though independent demographers argue that the true numbers of Whites 

and Asians are probably lower (Statistics South Africa, 2023; Moultrie & Dorrington, 2024). 

While race and ethnicity are strongly correlated, they don’t align perfectly (Table 1).  

Table 1: Ethnicity | by race | South Africa | 2025 

 

 

Respondents were asked: What is your ethnic community or cultural group?  

 

 
1 There are fewer than 100 Asian respondents (N=67), meaning the margin of error for this group is higher than 
for larger groups. Crosstabulations based on this category should be treated with caution.  

  
Black/ 
African 

White/ 
European 

Coloured/ 
Mixed race 

South Asian/ 
East Asian 

English   43% 17% 76% 

Afrikaans/Afrikaner/Boer   29% 14%   

Ndebele 1%       

Xhosa 22%       

Pedi/North Sotho 13%       

Sotho/South Sotho 12%       

Tswana 9%       

Shangaan/Tsonga 4%       

Swazi 2%       

Venda 3%       

Zulu 33%   1%   

White/European   27%     

Coloured     68%   

Indian       24% 

South African only or “doesn’t 
think of self in those terms”   1%     

Refused   1%     

Total 80% 8% 7% 5% 

Key 1%-10% 11%-25% 26%-50% 51%-100% 
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Only one-fourth (24%) of Asians identify as “Indian”; the remainder (76%) consider themselves 

ethnically “English.” Similarly, only 27% of Whites take their ethnic identity to be “White” or 

“European.” And while two-thirds (68%) of Coloureds also see that grouping as their ethnic 

identity, sizable minorities think of themselves as ethnically “English” (17%) or “Afrikaans” 

(14%).  

But ethnic identity remains highly salient: Across all races, only White respondents – and only 

a tiny minority (1%) of them – don’t categorise themselves ethnically, while another 1% 

refused to do so in the survey. 

Asked whether they identify more with their ethnic group or their nationality, almost six in 10 

respondents (58%) say they feel both equally (Figure 1). One-fourth (26%) of citizens say they 

feel “more” (16%) or “only” (10%) their ethnic identity, compared to one-sixth (16%2) who feel 

“more” (7%) or “only” (10%) South African. 

Figure 1: Ethnic vs. national identity | South Africa | 2025 

 
Respondents who said they belong to an ethnic group were asked: Let us suppose that you had to 

choose between being a South African and being a [member of respondent’s ethnic group]. Which of 

the following statements best expresses your feelings? 

 

Compared to 2011, South Africans are now almost four times as likely to connect more with 

their ethnic identity (26% vs. 7%), though the share is down slightly from 2021 (31%) (Figure 2). 

The share who feel more or only South African rose by 13 percentage points between 2008 

(57%) and 2011 (70%), the year after the country hosted the Football World Cup, before 

dropping by 54 points in the space of 10 years. 

In fact, the decline may be even more stark, because the question about relating more or 

less to one’s ethnicity or nationality is only posed to respondents who provide an ethnic 

identity. In 2011, almost one in 10 respondents (9%) did not identify with an ethnic group at 

all, saying they are South African or “don’t think of themselves in those (i.e. ethnic) terms” 

(not shown). This proportion dropped to 2% in 2014 and less than 1% in all subsequent survey 

rounds.  

Across 33 countries where Afrobarometer asked this question in 2024/2025, South Africans are 

most likely to feel more or only their ethnic identity; the share of pro-ethnic feeling is almost 

double that of the continental average (14%) (Figure 3). 

 
2 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of 
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 7% “more South African” and 10% “only South African” sum to 16%). 

10%

16%

58%

7%

10% I feel only (ethnic group)

I feel more (ethnic group)

than South African

I feel equally South African

and (ethnic group)

I feel more South African

than (ethnic group)

I feel only South African
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Figure 2: Ethnic vs. national identity | South Africa | 2006-2025 

 
Respondents who said they belong to an ethnic group were asked: Let us suppose that you had to 

choose between being a South African and being a [member of respondent’s ethnic group]. Which of 

the following statements best expresses your feelings? 

Figure 3: Feel more/only ethnic identity (%) | 33 countries | 2024/2025 

 
Respondents who said they belong to an ethnic group were asked: Let us suppose that you had to 

choose between being a [citizen of respondent’s country] and being a [member of respondent’s 

ethnic group]. Which of the following statements best expresses your feelings? (% who say “I feel only 

(ethnic group)” or “I feel more (ethnic group)”) 
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Perceptions of ethnic discrimination 

More than four in 10 South Africans (44%) say the government treats their ethnic group 

unfairly, including 11% who say it “often” does so and 6% who say it “always” does so (Figure 

4). A modest majority (54%) believe their ethnic group is “never” discriminated against. 

Figure 4: Perceptions of ethnic discrimination | South Africa | 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: How often, if ever, are [members of respondent’s ethnic group] treated 

unfairly by the government? 

 

Perceptions of ethnic discrimination are more prevalent among some races than others 

(Figure 5): Fully three-fourths (75%) of Coloureds say their ethnic group is a victim of official 

discrimination, including one-third (33%) who say they are “always” victimised. Roughly half 

of Asians (52%) and whites (47%) agree. Even among the Black majority, 40% think the 

authorities treat their ethnic group unfairly.  

Figure 5: Perceptions of ethnic discrimination | by race | South Africa | 2025 

 
Respondents were asked: How often, if ever, are [members of respondent’s ethnic group] treated 

unfairly by the government? 

Attitudes toward other ethnic groups 

Trust is a key indicator of social harmony. If citizens don’t trust those who belong to other 

groups, they are far less likely to cooperate, break down implicit barriers, and work toward 

reconciliation.  

Fewer than one-third (31%) of South Africans say they trust members of other ethnic groups 

“somewhat” or “a lot” (Figure 6). Trust levels are lower among youth (26% of those aged 18-

54% 2% 27% 11% 6%
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35) than older generations, which may portend lower levels of trust in the future, if current 

patterns hold. 

Figure 6: Trust in other ethnic groups | by demographic group | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: How much do you trust each of the following: People from other ethnic 

groups? (% who say “somewhat” or “a lot”) 

 

More than half (60%) of adults with no formal education express trust, compared to just one-

third (33%) of degree-holders and one-fourth (26%) of those with secondary schooling. 

Trust levels differ significantly across races: Only 8% of Asians and 17% of Whites have 

confidence in other ethnic groups, vs. 32% of Black and 44% of Coloured citizens. 

Despite minimal difference between rural and urban respondents (32% vs. 30%), provincial 

variation is substantial, ranging from 19% of KwaZulu-Natal residents who have faith in other 

ethnicities to more than twice as many among residents of Limpopo (42%) and the Northern 

Cape (41%).  
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More than four in 10 full-time workers (43%) trust people who belong to different ethnic 

groups, compared to fewer than three in 10 among part-time workers (20%), the 

unemployed (26%), and respondents who are neither working nor looking for work (28%).  

Despite generally low levels of trust, tolerance toward other ethnic groups is widespread: An 

overwhelming majority (80%) of South Africans say they “would not care” (43%) or would 

“somewhat like” (25%) or “strongly like” (12%) if they had someone from another ethnic 

group as a neighbour (Figure 7). 

However, tolerance levels have declined by 13 percentage points since 2018 (Figure 8). 

Trust may play a role in tolerance: 93% of respondents who say they trust other ethnic groups 

“somewhat” or “a lot” would tolerate living next to someone belonging to a different group, 

compared to 74% among those who say they trust other ethnic groups “just a little” or “not at 

all” (not shown). 

And tolerance extends toward acceptance of other ethnic groups within the family: In 2022, 

eight in 10 citizens (79%) said they would not mind or would welcome it if a member of their 

family married someone from a different ethnic group (Figure 9). Whites displayed greater 

opposition than other races to interethnic unions (24% vs. 15%-18%). 

Figure 7: Tolerance toward other ethnic groups | South Africa | 2025 

 

Respondents were asked: For each of the following types of people, please tell me whether you would 

like having people from this group as neighbours, dislike it, or not care: People from other ethnic 

groups?  

Figure 8: Tolerance toward other ethnic groups | South Africa | 2015-2025 

  
Respondents were asked: For each of the following types of people, please tell me whether you would 

like having people from this group as neighbours, dislike it, or not care: People from other ethnic 

groups? (% who say “would not care,” “somewhat like,” or “strongly like”) 
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Figure 9: Views on interethnic marriage within the family | by race | South Africa         

| 2022 

 
Respondents were asked: Please tell me whether you would like having a family member marry a 

person from a different ethnic group, dislike it, or not care?   

Conclusion 

In a climate of racialised political discourse, one-fourth of South Africans say they feel greater 

attachment to their ethnic than national identity, while only one-sixth say the reverse. Rates 

of pro-ethnic feeling are higher in South Africa than anywhere else on the continent, and 

rates of pro-national feeling have plummeted since the early 2010s.  

Almost half of those surveyed say the government discriminates against their ethnic group, 

and fewer than one in three citizens say they trust members of other ethnic groups. Trust 

levels are particularly low among Asians, Whites, and residents of KwaZulu-Natal but are 

higher among citizens holding full-time jobs than among those outside full-time employment, 

perhaps reflecting greater interethnic contact in the workplace.   

Encouragingly, overwhelming majorities of respondents express tolerance toward other 

ethnicities: More than eight in 10 say they would not mind or would like living next door to 

someone belonging to a different ethnic group, and in 2022, almost the same share said they 

would approve of an interethnic marriage involving a family member. However, tolerance 

levels have declined since 2018. 

These data have mixed implications. On one hand, they point to the potential for future 

ethnic grievances and cleavages; on the other, they show that, despite their differences, 

most South Africans are tolerant toward others.  

An important question for nation-builders is why so many citizens started to spurn their 

national identity during the 2010s; understanding the root causes of this momentous shift will 

be essential for any move to make South Africans feel South African again. 
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