
Page 1.

Apartheid Factsheet
How Did Apartheid Start?

What is apartheid? Apartheid is both the word 
for “apartness” in the language of Afrikaans and 
a legislated system of segregation against non-
white citizens in South Africa.
 
South Africa had a history of racial segregation 
and white supremacy well before the policies of 
apartheid. Three years after gaining independence 
from Britain in 1910, the 1913 Land Act was 
introduced. This act forced black Africans to live 
in reserves and made it illegal for them to work 
as sharecroppers (sharecroppers are farmers who rent their land and give part of each crop 
as rent). The act met opposition with the South African National Native Congress (which later 
became the African National Congress [ANC]), yet this act became the forerunner to other acts 
of segregation in South Africa. 
 
As with many other places in the world, the Great Depression and World War II brought 
economic hardship to South Africa. The government in South Africa used this time of hardship 
to make a case for strengthening the policies of racial segregation, arguing that segregration 
was required for economic recovery. The government created a series of policies that would 
further separate whites and non-whites, but would also separate non-whites from each other;  
the aim here was to use tribal lines to divide non-white South Africans and therefore decrease 
the overall power of non-whites.
 
By 1950, the segregation policies had extended to the banning of marriages between whites 
and non-whites, and the prohibition of sexual relations between whites and non-whites.
 
1950 also saw the introduction of an act called the Population Registration Act. This act allowed 
for the classification of all South Africans by race. This system of classification included:
 
• Bantu (black Africans)
• Coloured (mixed race)
• White
• Asian (meaning Indian and Pakistani – this classification came several years later)
 
As part of this policy, all South Africans were required to carry a pass book that listed their race 
classification. In some cases, the legislation had the effect of splitting families, especially in the 
case of people who came from mixed-race families and were classified as Coloured, meaning 
they were given a different classification from their family members.
 
Following this, a series of Land Acts gave the government further powers to segregate people 
by dictating where people could and couldn’t live. The Group Areas Act of 1950 was significant 
in this context. Prior to this act, most settlements were diverse, with people of different races 
living side by side. However, the act put an end to that by determining where people could 
live according to their race. The result of the Land Acts saw more than 80% of the country’s 
land being set aside for the white minority. Non-whites were also required to carry documents 
permitting their presence in restricted areas.
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Another policy for limiting contact between races was to establish separate public facilities 
for whites and non-whites, and to deny non-whites the opportunity to participate in national 
government.

Separate Development
 
In 1958 the ruling prime minister Hendrik Verwoerd began refining apartheid policies further by 
developing a system he referred to as “separate development”. The creation of the Promotion 
of Bantu Self-Government Act of 1959 saw the establishment of 10 Bantu homelands known 
as Bantustans. Every black South African was assigned to one of the Bantustans. By separating 
black South Africans from each other the government was able to claim that there was no 
black majority. In addition, it was believed that being separated in this way would limit the 
opportunities for black South Africans to come together as one nationalist organisation that 
could oppose the apartheid system.
 
Many of the policies of apartheid were cruel. However, one of the most devastating policies 
saw the government forcibly remove black South Africans from rural areas that had been newly 
designated as ‘white’. Their land was then sold to white farmers (at a very low price) and the 
black South Africans were forced into the Bantustans. In the years from 1961 to 1994, more 
than 3.5 million people were forced from their homelands and sent to Bantustans, where they 
often fell into poverty.

Opposition
 
The system of apartheid was not without resistance, both locally and internationally. Over the 
years, forms of local resistance included non-violent demonstrations, protests, strikes and 
eventually armed resistance. Some of these include:
 
• In 1952 the African National Congress (ANC) joined with the South Indian National Congress 

in organising a mass meeting, during which meeting attendees burned their pass books.
• In 1955 a group called the Congress Of The People developed a Freedom Charter that 

declared that “South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black or white”. The government 
disbanded the meeting, arresting 150 people, and charging them with high treason.

• In 1960 in a black township called Sharpeville, a group of unarmed blacks with connections 
to the Pan-African Congress (PAC - an offshoot of the ANC) arrived at the police station 
without their pass books. This was an intentional act of resistance that they believed would 
invite arrest. However, the police fired upon the group, killing 69 people and injuring 186. 
The outcome of this event was that many anti-apartheid leaders no longer believed that 
they could achieve their goals through peaceful means, and several groups, including the 
ANC and the PAC, formed military wings (it should be noted that in the case of the ANC and 
the PAC, neither posed a serious military threat to the government).

By 1961, most apartheid resistance leaders had been captured and executed or sentenced 
to long terms in prison. One such leader was Nelson Mandela, who was a co-founder of the 
military wing of the ANC, the uMkhonto we Sizwe (“Spear of the Nation”). He was captured 
and incarcerated from 1963 to 1990. His case drew international attention and helped to build 
support for the anti-apartheid cause.

Apartheid Factsheet



Page 3.

Apartheid Factsheet

“UNITE! MOBILISE! FIGHT ON! BETWEEN THE ANVIL OF UNITED MASS ACTION AND THE HAM-
MER OF THE ARMED STRUGGLE WE SHALL CRUSH APARTHEID!” 

~ Nelson Mandela, from a letter smuggled from his prison cell on June 10, 1980.

The End Of Apartheid
 
By the mid-1970s, change was beginning to occur in South Africa. 

In 1973, the United Nations General Assembly denounced apartheid.
 
In 1976, between 10,000 and 20,000 children took to the streets of Soweto (outside Johannesburg) 
to demonstrate against the requirement that black African students learn and speak Afrikaans. 
The police responded to the peaceful protest by opening fire, killing between 176 and 700 
children. This caused more protests and government crackdowns which drew international 
attention to South Africa and the apartheid system. At the time the country was also suffering 
a national recession, and the government could no longer pretend that apartheid was bringing 
peace and prosperity to South Africa.
 
In 1985, the United Kingdom and United States imposed various trade sanctions on the country.
 
As international attention and pressure grew, the ruling State President of South Africa, Pieter 
Willem Botha, attempted to make some reforms to laws around pass books and interracial 
marriage. However, these changes were deemed inadequate and in 1989 Botha was pressured 
to step aside in favour of F.W. de Klerk. The government of de Klerk’s immediately began 
repealing most of the legislation that formed the basis for apartheid. In addition, he freed 
Nelson Mandela who had served 27 years in prison. De Klerk and Mandela worked together on 
a new constitution for South Africa, work which won them the Nobel Peace Prize.
 
The new constitution, which enfranchised blacks and other racial groups, took effect in 1994. 
Mandela was also elected President of South Africa in 1994, officially marking the end of the 
apartheid system.
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