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When Did Segregation Begin and End?

Segregation, the enforced separation of people based on race, ethnicity, or other characteristics, has deep roots in

human history. Its origins can be traced to ancient societies, while its most infamous chapters unfolded in the

United States and South Africa. Understanding the timeline of segregation—from its early manifestations to its

eventual dismantling—provides crucial context for contemporary discussions about equity, justice, and social

cohesion.

Historical Overview of Segregation

Segregation has manifested in many forms across cultures and epochs. While the term is most often associated 

with racial separation in the 19th and 20th centuries, earlier examples reveal that societies have long used legal, 

economic, and social mechanisms to keep groups apart. By examining the evolution of segregation, we can answer 

the question, when did segregation begin and end? and see how its legacy continues to shape modern societies.

Early Segregation in Ancient Societies

Segregation in Ancient Greece and Rome

In classical antiquity, the Greek city-states and the Roman Empire practiced various forms of segregation. Citizens, 

metics (resident foreigners), and slaves lived in distinct neighborhoods and attended separate public spaces. Laws 

such as the Roman senatus consultum restricted where slaves could reside, and the Greek concept of politeia

defined citizenship boundaries that excluded non �citizens.

Segregation in Imperial China

During the Qin and Han dynasties, the imperial administration enforced strict class divisions. The shi (officials), 

nong (peasants), shu (artisans), and hao (merchants) occupied separate quarters, and the ling(imperial guards)

lived in fortified compounds. These arrangements reflected a belief in maintaining social order through physical

separation.

Segregation in Medieval Europe

Medieval European societies institutionalized segregation through guilds, religious orders, and urban planning.

Jewish communities, for instance, were often confined to ghettos, especially in Italy and later in Eastern Europe.

Similarly, the Crusader states established separate quarters for Christians and Muslims, reinforcing religious

divisions.

Segregation in the United States

Colonial Foundations and the Rise of Slavery

Segregation began to take on a distinctly racial character with the arrival of European colonists in the 17th century. 

The institution of slavery in the American colonies codified a hierarchy that placed Black Africans at the bottom. 

Laws such as the Slave Code mandated segregation in housing, education, and public spaces.



The Era of Jim Crow Laws

Following the Civil War, the Reconstruction period temporarily granted African Americans civil rights. However, the

1870s marked the beginning of the Jim Crow era—a network of state and local laws that enforced racial

segregation across the South. These laws mandated separate schools, transportation, restrooms, and even

drinking fountains.

Key Legislation and Supreme Court Cases

•  Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) – The Supreme Court upheld state laws requiring racial segregation under the 

doctrine of "separate but equal."

•  Brown v. Board of Education (1954) – The Court declared segregated public schools unconstitutional, 

marking a pivotal moment in the civil rights movement.

•  Civil Rights Act of 1964 – Prohibited discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin in 

public accommodations and employment.

•  Voting Rights Act of 1965 – Eliminated discriminatory voting practices that had been used to suppress Black 

voters.

The Civil Rights Movement

From the 1950s through the 1960s, activists, churches, and grassroots organizations challenged segregation. Key

figures—Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Malcolm X, and many others—mobilized millions to demand equality.

The movement's successes culminated in landmark legislation and a shift in public opinion.

The End of Segregation in the United States

Legal Milestones

While legal segregation officially ended with the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act, de facto segregation 

persisted in housing, education, and employment. The 1970s and 1980s saw court rulings that enforced 

desegregation plans in schools, such as Milliken v. Bradley (1974) and the Rosenberg v. County School Board

(1984). These cases aimed to address racial imbalances across districts.

Contemporary Challenges

Today, segregation manifests in subtle forms. Residential patterns—often a legacy of redlining—continue to

separate communities by race and income. School district boundaries and school choice policies can perpetuate

these divisions. The question of when segregation truly ended remains complex, as legal dismantling does not

automatically erase social and economic barriers.

Global Perspectives on Segregation

Apartheid in South Africa

Segregation reached a new level of institutionalized racism in South Africa’s apartheid era (1948–1994). The 

government enforced racial classification, restricted movement, and allocated separate services to different racial 

groups. The Population Registration Act and the Group Areas Actwere central to this policy. The end of apartheid

began with the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990 and culminated in the first democratic elections in 1994.

Segregation in Colonial and Postcolonial Africa

British, French, and Portuguese colonies often practiced racial segregation. In Kenya, the Native Land Act (1919) 

and later the Land Acquisition Act(1977) confined Africans to reserves. The apartheid-like policies in Zimbabwe

and Namibia mirrored similar patterns.



Segregation in the Middle East and Asia

In Israel, the 1948 Nakba and subsequent laws created a system of segregation for Palestinian citizens. In India, 

the caste system, while not legally enforced in the same manner, continues to produce social segregation. Japan’s 

Gakusei system historically restricted foreign students, creating educational segregation.

Modern-Day Segregation

Residential Segregation

Redlining, zoning laws, and economic disparities keep neighborhoods segregated. Studies show that wealth gaps

correlate strongly with racial demographics, reinforcing segregation even in cities with progressive policies.

Educational Inequality

School funding formulas that rely on local property taxes often result in unequal resources. While desegregation

orders exist, many schools remain racially homogenous due to housing patterns and school choice policies.

Economic and Social Segregation

Labor market segregation persists, with minority workers often concentrated in lower-paying, less secure jobs.

Social media and algorithmic bias can reinforce echo chambers that echo segregation in digital spaces.

Conclusion

Segregation’s history is a tapestry of legal, social, and economic practices that have separated people for millennia.

In the United States, the transition from the Jim Crow era to the Civil Rights era illustrates a legal dismantling of

segregation, yet the lingering effects reveal that the end of segregation is an ongoing process. Globally, movements

against apartheid and colonial segregation demonstrate both the resilience of oppressive systems and the power of

collective action to bring about change.

Answering the question of when segregation began and ended requires recognizing that while formal laws have

been repealed, informal and structural barriers still exist. Continued vigilance, policy reform, and community

engagement are essential to move toward a truly inclusive society.
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