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Nelson Mandela (Discrimination)

Nelson Mandela committed his life to the eradication of apartheid and racial discrimination. Before Nelson Mandela people all over the world were denied basic human rights because of the colour of their skin or their ethnicity, particularly in South Africa where a system of apartheid existed. During the whole of the 1950s, Mandela was the victim of various forms of repression. He was banned, arrested and imprisoned. For much of the latter half of the decade, he was one of the accused in the mammoth Treason Trial, at great cost to his legal practice and his political work. After the Sharpeville Massacre in 1960, the ANC (African National Congress) was outlawed, and Mandela, still on trial, was detained. 

The Treason Trial collapsed in 1961 as South Africa was being steered towards the adoption of the republic constitution. Nelson Mandela emerged at this time as the leading figure in this new phase of struggle against apartheid. Under the ANC's inspiration, 1,400 delegates came together at an All-in African Conference in Pietermaritzburg during March 1961. Mandela was the keynote speaker. In an electrifying address he challenged the apartheid regime to convene a national convention, representative of all South Africans, to thrash out a new constitution based on democratic principles. Failure to comply, he warned, would compel the majority (blacks) to come out on a mass general strike. He immediately went underground to lead the campaign. Although fewer answered the call than Mandela had hoped, it attracted considerable support throughout the country. The government responded with the largest military mobilisation since the war, and the Republic was born in an atmosphere of fear and apprehension. 

Forced to live apart from his family, moving from place to place to evade detection by the government’s ubiquitous informers and police spies, Mandela had to adopt a number of disguises. Sometimes dressed as a common labourer, at other times as a chauffeur, his successful evasion of the police earned him the title of the Black Pimpernel.

In 1962 Mandela left the country unlawfully and travelled abroad for several months. Not long after his return to South Africa, Mandela was arrested and charged with illegal exit from the country, and incitement to strike. Since he considered the prosecution a trial of the aspirations of the African people, Mandela decided to conduct his own defence. In his defence he claimed that a prosecution by a judiciary controlled entirely by whites was an interested party and therefore could not be impartial, and on the grounds that he owed no duty to obey the laws of a white parliament in which he was not represented. 

He said, ‘I detest racialism, because I regard it as a barbaric thing, whether it comes from a black man or a white man’. 

Mandela was convicted and sentenced to five years imprisonment. While serving his sentence he was charged, in the Rivonia Trial, with sabotage. Mandela’s statements in court during these trials are classics in the history of the resistance to apartheid, and they have been an inspiration to all who have opposed it. His statement from the dock in the Rivonia Trial ends with these words: 

I have fought against white domination, and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.

Released on 11 February 1990, Mandela plunged wholeheartedly into his life's work, striving to attain the goals he and others had set out almost four decades earlier. 

Nelson Mandela has never wavered in his devotion to democracy, equality and learning. Despite terrible provocation, he has never answered racism with racism. His life has been an inspiration, in South Africa and throughout the world, to all who are oppressed and deprived, to all who are opposed to oppression and deprivation. 

In a life that symbolises the triumph of the human spirit over man’s inhumanity to man, Nelson Mandela accepted the 1993 Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of all South Africans who suffered and sacrificed so much to bring peace to our land. 

Nelson Mandela's greatest pleasure, his most private moment, is watching the sun set with the music of Handel or Tchaikovsky playing. 

Locked up in his cell during daylight hours, deprived of music, both these simple pleasures were denied him for decades. With his fellow prisoners, concerts were organised when possible, particularly at Christmas time, where they would sing. Nelson Mandela finds music very uplifting, and takes a keen interest not only in European classical music but also in African choral music and the many talents in South African music. But one voice stands out above all ​– that of Paul Robeson, whom he describes as our hero. 

The years in jail reinforced habits that were already entrenched: the disciplined eating regime of an athlete began in the 1940s, as did the early morning exercise. Still today Nelson Mandela is up by 4.30 a.m., irrespective of how late he has worked the previous evening. By 5 a.m. he has begun his exercise routine that lasts at least an hour. Breakfast is by 6.30, when the day’s newspapers are read. The day’s work has begun. 
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