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A South African army patrols Port Elizabeth in 1985 during apartheid. (UN Photo) 
 

The primary debate over race in this country seems to be whether the country 
needs to have a debate at all. Polls show white and black Americans have 
markedly different views of where the problems lie. 

New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof has written a series of articles 
called "When whites just don’t get it." Kristof applauded the progress in race 
equality America has achieved, but he basically argued that whites don’t know 
what life is like for blacks, and he presented many stats to show that great 
inequality remains. 

Comedy Central’s The Daily Show aired video of Kristof making his case Dec. 
4. 

"The United States right now incarcerates more African-Americans as a 
percentage than apartheid South Africa did," Kristof said in the clip. 

Numbers on the American side are easier to come by and are straightforward. 

http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/staff/jon-greenberg/
http://kristof.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/11/25/thoughts-on-ferguson/
http://youtu.be/AHO1a1kvZGo


Kristof cited an Aspen Institute report that said, "The United States imprisons 
a larger percentage of its black population than South Africa did at the height 
of apartheid." 

The U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics reported that, in 2010, the incarceration 
rate for black men in all of the country’s jails and prisons was 4,347 people per 
100,000. For whites, the rate was 678 people per 100,000. America imprisons 
people far more in general than comparable countries. Among the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development nations, the United 
States is the clear leader with an incarceration rate about two and half times 
higher than the second place country, Chile. 

Precise numbers from South Africa during the apartheid years are more 
elusive. 

As a refresher, apartheid was South Africa’s policy of strict segregation and 
differential treatment of people according to their race. It became fully part of 
South African law in 1950 with passage of the Population Registration Act. 
That law dovetailed with other bills to anchor race-based controls. For 
instance, the Lands Act set aside about 87 percent of property for whites, and 
the Group Areas Act forbid nonwhites from living in white-designated zones. 
The 1950 legislation involved a set of "pass laws," so called because they 
created an internal passport system that supported the forced segregation. 

The apartheid era lasted more than 40 years, ending in 1991 with the repeal of 
the apartheid laws. 

William Worger, professor of history at the University of California-Los 
Angeles, is a longtime researcher of the apartheid era. Worger said the pass 
laws did much to fill the prisons. 

"Most of the arrests and imprisonment in South Africa were for pass laws 
offences," Worger told PunditFact. "The incarceration rate in South Africa in 
1984 -- the midst of apartheid -- was 440 persons imprisoned per 100,000 
population. Blacks comprised around 94 percent of those incarcerated." 

Based on Worger’s numbers, that would translate to an imprisonment rate of 
612 per 100,000 for blacks in 1984. 

A report from the advocacy group The Sentencing Project found an 
incarceration rate of 851 black South Africans per 100,000 in 1993 (two years 
after the end of apartheid). The figure tracks back to a 1993 report of the South 
African Correctional Services. The report combined the categories of "black" 
and "colored" to produce the black male rate of incarceration. 

http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/pubs/Race-Crime-Punishment.pdf
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cpus10.pdf
http://www.prisonpolicy.org/prisonindex/us_southafrica.html
http://www.druglibrary.org/schaffer/other/sp/abb.htm
http://www.druglibrary.org/schaffer/other/sp/abb.htm


That’s two snapshots over a span of a decade, but it’s the best we have. In both 
cases, the numbers don’t begin to approach the current U.S. incarceration rate 
of African-American males. 

Whatever the limits in these data, the relative numbers for South Africa and 
the United States hold up, simply based on the number of beds in the South 
African prison system. In 1992, according to a report by University of Cape 
Town researchers, the country housed about 109,000 inmates in space 
designed for about 88,000. While overcrowding was known to have been 
worse before 1992, the black imprisonment rate could not have come close to 
today’s American rate simply due to limited room. 

There’s something of an international theme in countries comparing 
themselves to apartheid South Africa. We found Australian journalists 
drawing the same contrast relative to rates of imprisonment in their country. 

Our ruling 

Kristof said that America puts African-Americans behind bars at a higher rate 
than South Africa did under apartheid. 

Based on the known evidence, that appears to be correct. In 2010, the black 
male incarceration rate in the United States was 4,347 people per 100,000 in 
the United States. That comes nowhere close to reported incarceration rates of 
blacks in South Africa during and immediately after the apartheid era. 

We rate the claim True. 

 

http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/ascii/WFBCJSAF.TXT
http://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/ascii/WFBCJSAF.TXT
http://www.hrw.org/reports/pdfs/s/safrica/safrica942.pdf
http://www.hrw.org/reports/pdfs/s/safrica/safrica942.pdf
http://www.crikey.com.au/2009/07/02/we-jail-black-men-five-times-more-than-apartheid-south-africa/

