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When Did Segregation Begin And End

Introduction: The Long Shadow of
Separation

The history of segregation is a painful and complex chapter in
human civilization, marked by the systematic separation of people
based on race, ethnicity, or religion. For many, the question "When
did segregation begin and end?" immediately brings to mind the
American  South,  with  its  "Whites  Only"  signs  and  the  heroic
struggles of the Civil  Rights Movement. However, the reality is
both  broader  and  more  nuanced.  Segregation,  as  a  legally
enforced system, has ancient roots, but its most infamous and
legally  codified  form  in  the  United  States—the  Jim  Crow
era—represents  a  particular  peak  of  institutionalized  racial
division.  Understanding  when  segregation  began  and  ended
requires  us  to  trace  a  timeline  from  the  post-Civil  War
Reconstruction  period  through  the  landmark  legislation  of  the
1960s,  while  also  acknowledging  that  the  aftereffects  of  this
division persist today. This article will explore the origins, the legal
frameworks, the key turning points, and the eventual dismantling
of de jure segregation, providing a thorough answer to a question
that still resonates in contemporary society.

The Origins: When Did Legal
Segregation Begin?

To pinpoint the beginning of legally mandated segregation, we
must look to the years immediately following the American Civil
War. Slavery was abolished with the 13th Amendment in 1865,
and the Reconstruction era (1865–1877) promised a new birth of
freedom.  During  Reconstruction,  the  14th  Amendment  granted
citizenship  and  equal  protection  under  the  law,  and  the  15th
Amendment prohibited racial  discrimination in voting. However,
this period of progress was short-lived.

The End of Reconstruction and the Rise of Jim
Crow

The election of 1876 and the subsequent Compromise of 1877
effectively  ended  federal  intervention  in  the  South.  With  the
withdrawal  of  Union  troops,  Southern  state  governments,
dominated by white Democrats, began to systematically roll back
the gains of African Americans. The first "Jim Crow" laws—named
after  a  minstrel  show  character  that  stereotyped  Black
people—appeared  in  the  late  1870s  and  1880s.  These  laws
mandated racial segregation in all public facilities, including trains,
schools, parks, and hospitals.

A common question is: When did segregation begin in a legal
sense? While informal segregation existed during slavery, the first
formal  codification is  often traced to  Tennessee in 1870  with  a
law  requiring  separate  railroad  cars  for  Black  and  white
passengers. Other states quickly followed. By the 1890s, nearly
every Southern state had enacted a comprehensive system of
segregation.  The  U.S.  Supreme  Court  provided  constitutional
legitimacy to this system in the landmark 1896 case Plessy v.
Ferguson, which established the "separate but equal" doctrine.
This ruling declared that segregated facilities were constitutional
as  long  as  they  were  purportedly  equal,  a  standard  that  was
almost  never  met.  This  moment  is  widely  considered  the  official
beginning of de jure (by law) segregation in the United States,
even though the practice had already begun in earnest a decade
earlier.

The Deepening of Segregation: 1900 to
1950

The  first  half  of  the  20th  century  saw  the  entrenchment  of
segregation. It was not merely a Southern phenomenon; Northern
cities  also  practiced  de  facto  segregation  through  redlining,
restrictive  housing  covenants,  and  discriminatory  employment
practices.  However,  the  legal  backbone  of  segregation  was
strongest in the South, where it governed every aspect of daily
life.

The Impact of World War I and the Great Migration

World War I (1914–1918) and the subsequent Great Migration of
African Americans from the rural South to urban centers in the
North, Midwest, and West created new tensions. While the North
had fewer  explicit  segregation  laws,  it  developed a  system of
racial separation through informal practices. The resurgence of the
Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s further terrorized Black communities,
reinforcing segregation through violence and intimidation. By the
1930s and 1940s, the "separate but equal" doctrine was widely
recognized as a failure, providing Black Americans with inferior
schools, public facilities, and economic opportunities.

Key Laws That Solidified Segregation

Some of the most notorious segregation laws included:

Poll taxes and literacy tests designed to disenfranchise
Black voters.
Laws forbidding interracial marriage (anti-
miscegenation laws).
School segregation laws that created separate and
unequal educational systems.
Public accommodation laws requiring separate waiting
rooms, restrooms, water fountains, and seating in theaters.

These laws were supported by a culture of white supremacy and
enforced  by  both  the  legal  system  and  extralegal  violence,
including lynchings. The question "When did segregation begin?" is
therefore best answered by noting the legal foundation laid in the
late  1870s  and  1880s,  with  the  Supreme Court's  1896  Plessy
decision as the definitive catalyst.

The Beginning of the End: The Long
Road to Dismantling Segregation

If we ask "When did segregation end?", the answer is not a single
date but a process that unfolded over two decades, with the most
decisive blows struck in the 1950s and 1960s. The turning point
came in the form of legal  challenges,  grassroots activism, and
federal legislation.

The Legal Assault: Brown v. Board of Education
(1954)

The  most  significant  early  victory  against  segregation  was  the
Supreme  Court's  unanimous  decision  in  Brown  v.  Board  of
Education of Topeka  on May 17, 1954. The Court ruled that
"separate  educational  facilities  are  inherently  unequal,"
overturning the Plessy v. Ferguson doctrine. This decision declared
that segregation in public schools was unconstitutional. While this
did  not  immediately  end all  segregation,  it  provided the  legal
foundation for future challenges. The year 1954 is often cited as
the beginning of the end of legal segregation.



The Civil Rights Movement: Acts of Courage

The Brown decision faced massive resistance,  particularly from
white Southern politicians who vowed "massive resistance." Yet it
also energized the Civil Rights Movement. Key events that chipped
away at segregation include:

The Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955–1956): Sparked by1.
Rosa Parks' refusal to give up her seat, this boycott lasted
381 days and resulted in a Supreme Court ruling that
segregated buses were unconstitutional.
The Little Rock Nine (1957): Federal troops were used to2.
enforce school integration in Little Rock, Arkansas,
demonstrating federal commitment to ending segregation.
The Sit-ins and Freedom Rides (1960–1961): College3.
students and activists challenged segregation in lunch
counters and interstate bus stations.
The March on Washington (1963): Dr. Martin Luther King4.
Jr. delivered his "I Have a Dream" speech, pressuring the
federal government for comprehensive civil rights
legislation.

Landmark Legislation: The Civil Rights Act of 1964
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965

The  definitive  answer  to  "when  did  segregation  end"  legally  is
found  in  the  passage  of  two  monumental  laws:

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 outlawed discrimination based on
race,  color,  religion,  sex,  or  national  origin  in  employment,  in
public  accommodations,  and  in  federally  funded  programs.  It
effectively  ended  de  jure  segregation  in  public  places  such  as
restaurants,  hotels,  theaters,  and  parks.  Signed  into  law  by
President Lyndon B. Johnson on July 2,  1964, this act was the
single most important piece of legislation since Reconstruction.

The  Voting  Rights  Act  of  1965  followed,  eliminating  the
discriminatory  voting practices  (such as  literacy tests  and poll
taxes) that had been used to disenfranchise Black voters. This act
was a critical step in ensuring that the end of segregation was
accompanied by political empowerment.

Beyond the Law: The Reality of the End
of Segregation

While the Civil Rights Act of 1964 legally ended segregation, the
practical end of segregation has been far more elusive. The phrase
"de  j u re  seg rega t i on"  was  e rased ,  bu t  "de  f ac to
segregation"—segregation  that  exists  by  fact,  not  by

law—continues to this day. Many American schools remain racially
and economically  segregated due to  housing  patterns,  income
inequality,  and  lingering  effects  of  redlining.  Similarly,
neighborhoods,  workplaces,  and  social  networks  often  remain
divided.

The  answer  to  "When  did  segregation  end?"  must  therefore
include the acknowledgement that, in a strict legal sense, it ended
in the mid-1960s. However, the social and economic consequences
of  over  80 years  of  Jim Crow segregation  are  still  very  much
present.  Even today,  discussions about  school  busing,  affirmative
action, and housing discrimination are rooted in the unresolved
legacy of segregation.

Global Context: Segregation Beyond
the United States

It is worth noting that segregation is not solely an American story.
The question "When did segregation begin and end?" can be asked
in many contexts. For example, the apartheid system in South
Africa began officially in 1948 (although racial segregation policies
existed earlier)  and ended in 1994 with the election of Nelson
Mandela. In Nazi Germany, the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 enforced
racial segregation against Jews, ending only with the defeat of the
regime in 1945. In India, the caste system has created de facto
segregation for centuries. However, the most thorough and legally
mandated system in the modern world was the American Jim Crow
system, which is why the keyword "When Did Segregation Begin
And End" most often refers to the U.S. experience.

Conclusion: A Legacy That Lingers

To summarize, legal segregation in the United States began
in earnest in the late 1870s and was cemented by the
Supreme Court's 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision. It lasted
for nearly a century, enforced by a web of Jim Crow laws, violence,
and  social  norms.  The  end  came  through  a  combination  of
courageous activism and landmark legislation: the Brown v. Board
of Education decision in 1954, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the
Voting Rights Act of 1965. From a legal standpoint, segregation
ended  in  the  mid-1960s.  However,  the  deep  wounds  and
persistent inequalities left by that era mean that the full answer to
"when did segregation end" is not simply a date on a calendar. It is
an ongoing story of struggle for true equality—a reminder that the
law can  change  quickly,  but  social  transformation  often  takes
generations. Understanding this timeline helps us appreciate how
far we have come, and how much work remains to build a society
where integration is not just a legal requirement but a lived reality.


