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A good pen can also remind us of the happiest moments in our lives, bring noble ideas into our dens, our blood and our souls. It can turn tragedy into hope and victory.

From a letter to Zindzi Mandela, written on Robben Island, February 10, 1980
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The book that you hold in your hand is nothing short of a miracle. The words it contains were denied to the world for almost four decades. From December of 1952 when Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela was banned by the apartheid government until his glorious release in February 1990, it was a crime punishable by imprisonment to quote him or his writings. Mandela had been all but silenced. His words were only spoken, if they were spoken at all, in hushed whispers of defiance or smuggled out of prison and released by those in exile. The fact that Mandela is now one of the most quoted people in the world is an extraordinary turnaround and a testament to the fact that the truth cannot be silenced and wisdom cannot be stopped.

•  •  •

The words in this book are those of the most admired and revered political leader in the world and one of the greatest human beings to walk this earth. Why does he turn people’s knees to water? Not because he has power in any conventional sense. He was not commander-in-chief of a large military power. But what the world recognizes is his moral power. When the world is asked who are the great people, they usually don’t mention great generals. In our best moments and deep inside us, we know that goodness and righteousness and courage are admirable attributes that we crave. Isn’t it fascinating that we may envy and even respect the driven, successful businessperson, but we are seldom moved to love them? Yet what happens when the world is confronted by a Gandhi, a Mother Teresa, or a Mandela? We thrill, we admire them, we even get to adore and love them. We recognize their goodness and want to emulate it. We want to quote their words and live by them.

Gathered here are Mandela’s most inspiring and most enduring quotes that will live on for generations. They are not the ephemeral words of the politician, but the eternal words of the statesperson. They are not the timely words of the activist, but the timeless words of the humanitarian. And throughout, you will see the great humanity, humor, and hope that allowed him to endure twenty-seven years in prison and come out ennobled by the experience. You will see the man who used every moment of his imprisonment to improve himself and his comrades so they would be ready for rule. You will see the man who was greater than the legends that had formed during his long absence: forgiving to his jailors, gracious to his former enemies, seeking reconciliation for his country, and letting go of power humbly in the end.

Many of these quotes are published here for the first time, and come from his prison letters to his wife, children, and friends as well as his unpublished autobiographical manuscript written on Robben Island. In these pages, you also will find his most famous and cherished words.

Even in this day and age, when so many quotes—and often misquotes—are available online, there is nothing quite like sitting down and reading through these quotations end to end. It is like a visit with our most eminent global elder, who generously offers his wisdom for all to learn. It is like sitting down for a cup of rooibos tea and having an extended conversation with this great man.

In prison, Mandela learned the power of words, and it was only through his poignant notes, cherished letters, or smuggled statements that he was able to free his mind from its imprisonment. But there is another prison, one that none of us escapes. It is a prison not in space but in time. It is our mortality. This collection, of his most memorable and enduring quotes, is presented in the hope that it may free his words from this prison and allow future generations to hear his once banned words, to take inspiration from his courageous example, and to seek freedom and justice and democracy for all. These are Mandela’s notes to the future. Read them, reread them, and live by them. History calls each of us in our own way and in our own time. We are all capable of greatness, and the world needs yours.

Cape Town, South Africa, June 2011


It is never my custom to use words lightly. If twenty-seven years in prison have done anything to us, it was to use the silence of solitude to make us understand how precious words are and how real speech is in its impact on the way people live and die.

Closing address at the XIII International AIDS Conference,
Durban, South Africa, July 14, 2000


Part One

STRUGGLE

You can see that “there is no easy walk to freedom anywhere” and many of us will have to pass through the valley of the shadow of death again and again before we reach the mountain tops of our desires.

Quoting Jawaharlal Nehru, from a presidential address to the ANC Transvaal Congress, also known as the “No Easy Walk to Freedom” speech, Transvaal, South Africa, September 21, 1953


On Whose Shoulders We Stand

We should never forget those on whose shoulders we stand and those who paid the supreme price for freedom.

Upon receiving the Freedom of Howick, Howick, South Africa, December 12, 1996

To the extent that I have been able to achieve anything, I know that this is because I am the product of the people of South Africa.

Final sitting of the first democratically elected Parliament, Cape Town, South Africa, March 26, 1999

We come from a people who, because they would not accept to be treated as subhuman, redeemed the dignity of all humanity everywhere.

From an address to the Parliament of Canada, Ottawa, Canada, June 18, 1990


If I Had My Time Over

I have often wondered whether a person is justified in neglecting his own family to fight for opportunities for others.

From an unpublished autobiographical manuscript, written on Robben Island, 1975

If I had my time over I would do the same again. So would any man who dares call himself a man.

From an address to the court on charges ofinciting workers to strike and leaving the country illegally, Old Synagogue, Pretoria, South Africa, November 7, 1962

There are many things that disturb you when children grow without you.

From the documentary Mandela: The Living Legend, 2003

One of the dreams I constantly had in prison was me going home and getting out in the middle of the city and having to walk from town to Soweto and reaching home, finding that the house was open, that there was nobody at home and being concerned as to what had happened to Winnie and the children.

From a BBC (UK) documentary, 1996

I myself did not realize the full implications of the life I had chosen.

From an interview, circa 1993
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