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A group of black children and men standing behind a barbed-wire fence, the boundary of their ...Margaret Bourke-
White/Time & Life Pictures/Getty Images

Racial segregation, sanctioned by law, was widely practiced in South Africa before 1948, but the
National Party, which gained office that year, extended the policy and gave it the name apartheid. The
Group Areas Act of 1950 established residential and business sections in urban areas for each race, and
members of other races were barred from living, operating businesses, or owning land in them. In
practice this act and two others (1954, 1955), which became known collectively as the Land Acts,
completed a process that had begun with similar Land Acts adopted in 1913 and 1936; the end result
was to set aside more than 80 percent of South Africa’s land for the white minority. To help enforce the
segregation of the races and prevent blacks from encroaching on white areas, the government
strengthened the existing “pass” laws, which required nonwhites to carry documents authorizing their
presence in restricted areas. Other laws forbade most social contacts between the races, authorized
segregated public facilities, established separate educational standards, restricted each race to certain
types of jobs, curtailed nonwhite labour unions, and denied nonwhite participation (through white

representatives) in the national government.
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The wounded being tended to after police opened fire on an antiapartheid demonstration in ...Central Press/Hulton

Archive/Getty Images

Although the government had the power to suppress virtually all criticism of its policies, there was
always some opposition to apartheid within South Africa. Black African groups, with the support of
some whites, held demonstrations and strikes, and there were many instances of violent protest and of
sabotage. One of the first—and most violent—demonstrations against apartheid took place in
Sharpeville on March 21, 1960; the police response to the protesters’ actions was to open fire, killing
about 69 black Africans and wounding many more. An attempt to enforce Afrikaans language
requirements for black African students led to the Soweto riots in 1976. Some white politicians called

for the relaxation of minor restrictions, referred to as “petty apartheid,” or for the establishment of racial

equality.

A restroom reserved for whites only under apartheid-era policies, ¢. 1989, Cape Town, South ...Dave G. Houser/Corbis
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too, was stripped of his identity when his schoolteacher gave every child an English name—a
common practice in a society in which whites “were either unable or unwilling to pronounce an
African name, and considered it uncivilized to have one,” he wrote in his autobiography, Long
Walk to Freedom.

While Mandela’s skin relegated him to the lowest social order in segregated South Africa, his
royal blood—and connections—gave him access to the country’s only university for Black people,
the University of Fort Hare. There, he became an activist, and was expelled for protesting the
student government’s lack of power. He returned home to his small village on the eastern Cape
only to find that his family wanted him to enter an arranged marriage to punish him for leaving
school. So he fled north to Soweto, South Africa’s largest Black city, in 1941.

Apartheid and activism

In Soweto, Mandela became a part-time law student at Wits University and began to practice law,
starting the nation’s first Black law firm. He joined the African National Congress, a group that
agitated for the civil rights of Black South Africans. In 1948, the segregation that was already
rampant in South Africa became state law when its ruling party formally adopted apartheid, or
apartness. This policy required Black South Africans to carry identification with them at all
times, which they needed to enter areas designated for whites. They were forced to live in all-
Black zones and forbidden from entering into interracial relationships. Black people were even
removed from the voter rolls and eventually fully disenfranchised.

At first, Mandela and his fellow members of the ANC used nonviolent tactics like strikes and
demonstrations to protest apartheid. In 1952, Mandela helped escalate the struggle as a leader of
the Defiance Campaign, which encouraged Black participants to actively violate laws. More than
8,000 people—including Mandela—were jailed for violating curfews, refusing to carry
identification passes, and other offenses.

Protesters gather in front of a courthouse in Johannesburg, South Africa, during the 1956 treason trial of anti-
apartheid activists, among them Nelson Mandela. The defendants were found not guilty, but some—including
Mandela—were later convicted on a separate charge in 1964.
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