
Learner Notes 

Turning points in modern South African History (apartheid) 

Content overview 

• The apartheid system was built on racism; a false idea that certain groups of people are 

better than others. 

• Racism divides the human race into different race groups and maintains that it is 

acceptable to exclude or dominate certain of these groups on the grounds of race. 

• The National Party adopted apartheid as a model for separate development between 

blacks and whites. The separation was not equal and served only to preserve white 

supremacy and to discriminate against black South Africans. 

• Apartheid was based on the idea that white people were superior to everyone else. 

• South Africans were thus classified into different racial groups. Black South Africans were 

further divided into coloureds, Indian and African. 

• The whites’ only government ruled the country and held all positions of power.  

• All laws benefited the white people. 

• The races were kept separate in every possible way, studying in different institutions and 

living in separate areas. 

• It is important to note that apartheid only extended an existing system of segregation 

which had been in place since the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910. 

• Many of the laws passed by this government, such as the Native Land Act and the Colour 

Bar laws laid the foundation for apartheid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1948: NATIONAL PARTY AND APARTHEID. 

RACIAL SEGREGATION BEFORE APARTHEID 

Foundations for apartheid were laid long before the National Party (NP) came into power. Previous 

governments had introduced racial segregation in land ownership, labour market, access to towns and 

cities, and administrative systems. 

 

SEGREGATION IN LAND OWNERSHIP – THE 1913 LAND ACT 

 

▪ The 1913 Land Act stated that black people could only own land in the reserves. These were 

areas set aside where blacks were allowed to own land and were later to become the 

homelands. 

▪ By this act, only 7% of the total land in South Africa was set aside for blacks who constituted 

70 % of the population. 

▪ In 1936, the reserves were increased in size to cover13% of the country. 

▪ The reserves quickly became overcrowded and black people found it difficult to make a living 

there. 

▪ The Land Act destroyed the independence of black farmers as thousands were forced off their 

land and moved to reserves. 

▪ Many black people were forced to work on white owned farms or in towns and cities for 

meagre wages. 

 

SEGREGATION IN THE WORK PLACE – THE COLOUR BAR ACT 

 

▪ In 1926, the Colour Bar Act was passed. 

▪ By this law, skilled jobs in mines were reserved for white workers only. 

▪ Blacks could only do semi-skilled or unskilled jobs. 

▪ Furthermore, black people were not allowed to go on strike or to join trade unions. 

▪ White people were given jobs rather than blacks and a white person was paid more for doing 

the same job as a black person. 

▪ The act was part of the government’s civilised labour policy which was designed to raise the 

standard of living of white workers and ensure that black workers could never rise above a 

low level in the workplace. 

 



ACCESS TO TOWNS AND CITIES – THE PASS SYSTEM 

 

▪ The government of the 1920s and 30s tried to limit the number of black people moving into 

the cities by means of a pass system. 

▪ All black men outside the reserves had to carry permits or passes at all times. Anyone found 

without a pass would be arrested immediately and fined or sent to jail. 

▪ Black people in the cities were only allowed to stay for as long as their labour was needed by 

white people. They were seen as temporary residents of towns. Once they no longer had a job 

or were unable to work, they were required to return to the reserves. 

▪ Pass laws were a form of influx control, that is, they were used to limit or control the 

movement of black South Africans from rural areas to urban areas. 

 

ADMINISTRATIVE SYSTEM SEGREGATION – THE NATIVE REPRESENTATIVE COUNCIL 

 

▪ In 1936, a law was passed that formed a separate Native Representative Council. 

▪ Its role was to represent blacks’ interests but it had no real power as the government did not 

have to listen to its advice. 

▪ The running of the reserves was handed to traditional leaders in the form of tribal councils. 

▪ The government believed that people would listen to the traditional leaders more willingly. 

▪ Traditional leaders who refused to be part of this segregated system were side lined and 

another traditional leader was appointed. 

 

MAIN APARTHEID LAWS IN BROAD OUTLINE. 

 

• When the NP came to power in 1948, it built upon the foundation of segregation that had 

already been laid by introducing the apartheid system. 

• Apartheid was different from the early segregation in that a large number of segregation laws 

were passed in short period of time and these laws were implemented to a wide extent. 

• The laws quickly created a racially divided and a very unequal society. 

 

 

 

 

 



KEY APARTHEID LAWS 

Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act (1949) - Marriage between white people and people of other 

races became illegal. 

 

The Immorality Act (1950) - Banned all sexual relations between whites and people of other races. 

 

Population Registration Act (1950) - All South Africans had to be classified as either white, black, 

coloured or Indian. The race was then recorded in their identity documents. Identity documents were 

different from the passbook which was issued to black people only. 

 

The Group Areas Act (1950) - Divided towns and cities into areas reserved for one race group only. 

Black people living in white areas were forcibly removed to areas that were not suitable for habitation, 

usually with no infrastructure and enough land. 

 

Reservation of Separate Amenities Act (1953) - Public places and transport were segregated with the 

aim of eliminating contact between whites and other races. Europeans only and non-Europeans only 

signs were put up.   

 

Bantu Education Act (1953) - Act established a black education department which would create a 

curriculum that suited the nature and requirements of the black people. Curriculum was very limited 

and prepared blacks for menial and semi – skilled work. Government spent very little on black 

education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CASE STUDY 1 

Group Areas Act: Sophia town Forced Removals 

• Sophia town was a suburb that was established in 1905 west of Johannesburg. 

• It was a freehold area, which meant that black people were allowed to own land and build 

houses there before the 1913 Land Act was passed. 

• Some owners-built shacks in their backyards and rented them to other black people.  

• More black people who worked in Johannesburg moved to Sophiatown in the 1930s and 

1940s. 

• Sophia town became overcrowded and known for crime, gambling and prostitution. 

• It also became the home of many middle-class musicians, artists, writers as well as business 

and professional people. 

• There was a sense of community and an enjoyment of life that was not found in any other 

suburbs. 

• People mixed freely across colour lines. By the 1940s, there were 54 000 blacks, 3000 

coloureds, 1500 Indians and 686 Chinese living in Sophia town.  

• Sophia town became the centre of jazz and blues and it produced some of South Africa’s most 

famous writers, politicians, artists and musicians. 

• The apartheid government did not like the fact that an independent black culture existed in 

Sophia town, especially as it was so close to neighbouring white suburbs. 

• White people began to complain about Sophia town, insisting that it was a slum and a health 

risk. 

• The government declared Sophia town to be in a white area in terms of the Group Areas Act. 

• In the early hours of the morning of 9 February 1955, 2000 armed policemen armed with guns 

began forcibly removing black families to Meadowlands in Soweto. 

• They loaded people’s possessions on to the back of police trucks and dumped them in 

Meadowlands. 

• The destruction of Sophia town continued until 1959 and a new white suburb called Triomf 

was built on the ruins of Sophia town. 

 

 

 

 



CASE STUDY 2: 

Bantustans: Forced Removals – People of Mogopa to 

Bophuthatswana 

• The Promotion of Bantu Self Government Act of 1959 consolidated the African reserves 

created by the 1913 Land Act into “independent homelands or Bantustans” 

• Each homeland was supposed to be the historical home of a particular ethnic group. Africans 

were divided into ethnic groups according to the language they spoke. Each ethnic group had 

its own reserve.  

• Africans were supposed to give up their South African citizenship and become citizens of the 

Bantustan of their ethnic group. 

• Over a period of 40 years, about 3, 5 million black people were moved by the police and the 

army to live in the Bantustans. 

• The idea of grand apartheid was that Africans would live under their own rulers in Bantustans 

and would develop separately and independently from whites. 

• The government claimed that the Bantustans were designed to give the black population the 

opportunity to develop their own culture and language, and have some say over their political 

affairs. 

• Verwoerd claimed that these Bantustans would eventually function as separate and 

independent countries. 

• The Bantustans did not have real independence and few people who lived in the Bantustans 

supported the black leaders appointed by the white government.   

• The apartheid government kept control of the economy, police and army, as well as the 

foreign policy of each of the homelands. 

• The Bantustans were far too small, overcrowded, poverty stricken, and were without facilities, 

infrastructure and jobs.  

• Families were split as men went to the white cities to find work 

• None of the independent Bantustans were recognised by the outside world. 

• The government created them as a way to divide and rule black South Africans. 

 

 

 

 



The forced removal of the people of Mogopa to Bophuthatswana. 

• Bophuthatswana consisted of seven pieces of land that were in three different provinces of 

South Africa. 

• Tswana speaking people were supposed to be citizens of Bophuthatswana but almost half of 

them lived outside Bophuthatswana. 

• One third of the residents of Bophuthatswana were not Batswana. 

• The vast majority of Batswana rejected the Bantustan system. 

• In 1976, the South African government granted Bophuthatswana independence and every 

Setswana speaking South African was stripped of their South African citizenship and made 

citizens of the new country even if they had never lived or visited the Bantustan. 

• In 1984, the government forcibly moved the people of Mogopa from the farm that their 

ancestors had occupied for over 70 years to Bophuthatswana. 

• Three hundred homes and community buildings were destroyed by the government in the 

process. 

• The Bakwena lost their property and they were forced to live in ill built shacks at Pachsdraai 

in Bophuthatswana.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



KEYWORDS 

Amenities: useful features that make a place easy and pleasant to live in e.g. parks, libraries. 

Ancestors: previous generations of one’s family/ one’s relatives who lived a long time ago. 

Banned: declared illegal, forbidden to exist. 

Bantustan: the name given to the ten homeland reserves created by the apartheid government. 

Civilised labour policy: the policy of the government in the 1920s and 11930s which reserved skilled 

jobs for white workers ensuring that white workers earned more than black workers and had a 

higher standard of living. 

Classified: arranged or ordered in classes or groups. 

Communism: a system where the government controls the economy and there is only one political 

party. 

Discrimination: treating unjustly on the basis of being different. 

Ethnic: people who share a particular language and culture. 

Forced removals: the removal of people from areas by government using force. 

Foreign policy: the policy and actions of a government towards other countries.  

Ghetto: a poor or slum area in a city. 

Influx control: to limit the movement of people from rural areas into urban areas. 

Infrastructure: networks that support trade and transport such as roads, railways, airports and 

harbours. 

Livestock: animals that are kept by people for food. 

Migrant labour: people who had to move away from the area where they lived and work in another 

area in order to get jobs. 

Pass: official government document that controlled the movement of black people. 

Prohibition: not to allow by law. 

Racial segregation: The practice of keeping people of different races apart and making them live, 

work, and study apart. 

Reserves: rural areas where only black people could own land. 

Semi-autonomous: partially independent. 

 


