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			Nelson Mandela

			
					Born: 18 July 1918 in Mvezo (Cape Province).

					Died: 5 December 2013 in Johannesburg.

					Main achievements:	The fight against apartheid

	The creation of Umkhonto we Sizwe (“Spear of the Nation”), the armed wing of the African National Congress (ANC), in 1960

	Major contribution to the transition to democracy (1990-1994)

	President of South Africa (1994-1998) following the country’s first democratic elections

	Key role in the reconciliation process




			

			When Nelson Mandela was released from prison after 27 years on 11 February 1990, the eyes of the world were on South Africa. He was the most iconic figure in the fight against apartheid, the political regime established in 1948 which institutionalised racial segregation in all aspects of life in South Africa. Images of his release were broadcast across the world and inspired hope of a better future for the country.

			When he left prison, his fist raised in a victory salute and welcomed by an enthusiastic crowd, his last speech before he was sentenced was at the forefront of everyone’s minds:

			“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.” (nelsonmandela.org)

			The extraordinary story of Nelson Mandela – who also went by the name Madiba, in homage to his ancestors’ clan – was far from over. After his release, he played an important role in the negotiations between his party, the ANC, and the South African regime, which resulted in the dismantling of apartheid and the organisation of the country’s first democratic elections. When he was elected president of the new “Rainbow Nation” in 1994, he faced the difficult task of leading South Africa down the long and bumpy road to reconciliation, assuaging the fears of the country’s white citizens and fulfilling the hopes of its black citizens.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Nelson Mandela.

			“Troublemaker”

			Rolihlahla Mandela was born on 18 July 1918 in the village of Mvezo in the Bantustan of Transkei (Cape Province). Loosely translated, his first name means “pulling the branch of a tree”, or more colloquially “troublemaker” in Xhosa. He had royal ancestry, as his father was a nobleman of the Thembu dynasty, one of the largest Xhosa tribes.

			At the age of 7, he went to a Methodist school, making him the first member of his family to receive a formal education. When his father died two years later, he was taken in by the Thembu regent. In accordance with tradition, he was set to become an advisor to the future king.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Mandela’s English name Nelson was given to him by his first schoolteacher.

				

			

			At the age of 19, Mandela continued his education in another Methodist school in Fort Beaufort, before beginning his studies at the University of Fort Hare. However, he was expelled in his second year for taking part in a student protest. He then went back to his village, where another disaster awaited him: the King had chosen a fiancée for him. To escape this arranged marriage, he fled to Johannesburg in 1941.

			Joining the ANC

			Mandela’s ambition was to become a lawyer. He took a correspondence course in law at the University of Witwatersrand and obtained a position at a lawyers’ firm thanks to Walter Sisulu (ANC leader, 1912-2003). This encounter had a decisive impact on his future: because of Sisulu, Mandela joined the ANC, a party founded to defend the interests of South Africa’s black community. At this time, he also met Evelyn Mase (1922-2004), whom he married in 1944 and with whom he had four children.

			His political career began in the same year, when he helped found the African National Congress Youth League. In the 1950s, Mandela rose to become a prominent figure within the party. However, his total commitment to his political cause led to the collapse of his first marriage.

			In 1952, Mandela and Oliver Tambo (president of the ANC in exile, 1917-1993) founded the first black lawyers’ firm in South Africa. The organisation was an immediate success and bolstered its founder’s reputation.

			In the summer of 1957, Mandela met a fellow ANC member, Winnie Madikizela (born in 1936), who was 16 years his junior. He fell in love with her, and married her a year after they first met. They had two children together.

			Fighting for freedom

			On 21 March 1960, a peaceful demonstration in Sharpeville was violently suppressed, leaving 69 people dead and around 180 injured. In the wake of the Sharpeville massacre, all the parties fighting apartheid, including the ANC, were outlawed, which meant that Mandela and the party’s other leaders were driven underground.

			Mandela was now convinced that armed struggle was necessary to defend his ideals. However, the members of Umkhonto we Sizwe, the ANC’s newly created armed wing, were reluctant to cause human casualties, so they limited their activity to acts of sabotage.

			After two years of underground activity, Mandela was captured in August 1962. A few months later, in 1963, most of the party’s other leaders were also imprisoned. They were tried for high treason, found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment.

			Imprisonment on Robben Island

			When he entered prison in 1964, Mandela was 46 years old. He did not regain his freedom until 27 years later, after spending 18 years at the notoriously brutal Robben Island prison off Cape Town. He became an increasingly well-known figure while he was in prison, and came to symbolise the struggle against the racist apartheid regime, which was increasingly condemned by the international community.
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			Photograph of Mandela’s prison cell on Robben Island.

			In 1982, Mandela and his comrades were transferred to Pollsmoor Prison in Cape Town. Two years later, the Afrikaner government reached out to him and secret negotiations began.

			President of the Rainbow Nation

			The ban on the ANC was lifted in 1990, and Mandela was released shortly afterwards. His release was met with jubilation across South Africa. The negotiations to lay the groundwork for a democratic state continued against a backdrop of constant clashes between the country’s different racial communities.

			
				
					Nobel Peace Prize

					The efforts of Mandela and the South African president F. W. de Klerk (born in 1936) to abolish apartheid received international recognition, and in 1993 they were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

				

			

			With regard to his personal life, he separated from Winnie in 1992 and their divorce was finalised in 1996.

			After South Africa’s first democratic elections, Mandela was elected president.
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			Photograph of Mandela voting in the 1994 presidential election.

			He spent his years as leader of the Rainbow Nation working towards reconciliation. In 1999, at the end of his first term, he stepped down as president, but remained a highly respected figure in South Africa, with countless buildings, streets and public squares named after him.

			An international icon

			On his 80th birthday, he married Graça Machel (born in 1945), the widow of the former president of Mozambique.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Mandela’s last public appearance was during the 2010 World Cup final in Johannesburg. He had played a role in South Africa’s successful bid to host the tournament.

				

			

			From 2012 onwards, his health seriously deteriorated. His death on 5 December 2013 was met with a vast outpouring of grief as figures around the world paid tribute to the hero of South African reconciliation.

		


		
			Context

			It is impossible to understand the origins of the apartheid regime, which Mandela spent his entire life fighting against, without going back to the arrival of the first Europeans in South Africa.

			The settling of the Boers and the arrival of the British

			In 1652, the Dutch East India Company established a trading post at the Cape of Good Hope. Farmers from the Netherlands gradually moved there in order to keep the post independent. Once they had achieved this goal, some of them returned home, while others decided to stay in the region indefinitely with the aim of climbing the social ladder and making their fortune. The Company allowed them to settle as free citizens: they were the first Boers (Dutch for “peasant”).

			In the late 18th century, the British landed in Cape Town and gradually took control of the region. The Boers, who were opposed to the introduction of the English language and legal system, settled in the neighbouring desert zones.

			The Great Trek

			When the British decreed the abolition of slavery in 1833, the Boers saw this as a contravention of the divine order and decided to leave the Cape Town region. Their departure marked the beginning of the Great Trek, during which thousands of Boers, who wanted to throw off the yoke of colonial power, withdrew inland to found independent republics. This episode is considered to be the founding myth of their civilisation.

			The native Africans were violently dispossessed of their property as the Boers, who saw themselves as the divinely ordained owners of the region, advanced inland.

			The expansion of the British colony

			The British also wanted to expand their territory, which resulted in a series of wars. The Boers were driven back once again, and then settled on the harsh plains of the Veld and founded the Orange Free State and Transvaal, which were both recognised as independent republics by the British in the 1850s.

			Between 1866 and 1886, gold and diamond deposits were discovered in the heart of Transvaal and the previously poor rural region underwent a major wave of industrialisation. It became very wealthy and the first towns, such as Johannesburg, emerged.

			In 1899, the Second Boer War broke out between the British, who wanted to get their hands on Transvaal’s riches, and the Boers. After some initial setbacks, the British emerged victorious in 1902.

			The Union of South Africa

			In 1910, the Union of South Africa was established. Although the country was a British dominion and had a Governor-General representing the monarch, it was run by a local government.

			In 1913, the South African parliament passed the Natives Land Act, which meant that the country’s black native majority could only own property in certain regions, covering just 10% of the territory. These legal provisions laid the foundation for the future apartheid regime.
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			One year later, the National Party was established. This was a nationalist party which aimed to provide political representation for the Afrikaners (a term which replaced “Boers” in the 20th century and referred to South Africa’s non-English-speaking white population). It staunchly defended the idea that the Afrikaners had the sacred duty to make South Africa a white country.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Afrikaner nationalism has its roots in the myth of the Boer peasants, who are presented as humble, devout pioneers, advancing into South Africa with nothing more than their guns, their bibles, some cattle and their wagons. The Afrikaans language, which evolved from Dutch and was mainly spoken by South Africa’s non-English-speaking whites, also played a key role in forging a sense of identity within the group.

				

			

			The birth of civil rights movement

			In response to the glaring inequalities between South Africa’s white and black citizens, several movements were established to fight for the rights of the country’s non-white communities. These included the African National Congress, which was founded in 1912 and fought for the emancipation of the black community. Its methods were initially inspired by those of the Indian National Congress, led by Mahatma Gandhi (Indian spiritual and political leader, 1869-1948).

			
				
					Gandhi in South Africa

					Gandhi worked as a lawyer for an Indian firm in South Africa from 1893 to 1915. After witnessing the inequality and racism suffered by the country’s black community, he founded the South African Indian Congress in 1895 and used nonviolent resistance and civil disobedience to work towards the organisation’s goals.

				

			

			The beginnings of apartheid

			In 1948, the nationalist Daniel Malan (South African politician, 1874-1959) became prime minister. Apartheid was officially established, meaning that the pre-existing racial segregation was now enshrined in law. The country’s population was classified into four main categories: Bantu (all black Africans), Coloured (those of mixed race), white and Asian (Indian and Pakistani). A series of laws deprived non-white citizens of their fundamental rights: for example, they were forbidden from marrying or having children with whites, voting, going on strike or forming trade unions.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The word “apartheid” comes from the Afrikaans terms apart (“apart”) and -heid (“-hood”). It encompasses both petty apartheid (separate sections on public transport and in public places) and grand apartheid (which divided the country into separate geographical zones for each ethnicity).

				

			

			In 1955, a Congress of the People took place in Kliptown and brought together several anti-apartheid political groups, including the ANC, the South African Indian Congress and the Communist Party. During the meeting, a Freedom Charter, which Mandela had helped to draft and which established the aim of creating a unified South Africa free of racial inequality, was adopted. 

			In 1960, nonviolent demonstrations were organised across the country in order to protest against passes (internal passports that non-white citizens were obligated to carry).

			On 21 March 1960, when demonstrators gathered around the police station in the Sharpeville township (an urban area reserved for non-whites), the police officers responded by firing into the crowd. The government immediately declared a state of emergency and anti-apartheid parties, including the ANC, were declared illegal, forcing their leaders underground. Between 1962 and 1963, most of them were arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment.

			Steve Biko and the Black Consciousness Movement

			In the wake of the Sharpeville massacre, the anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko (1946-1977) founded the Black Consciousness Movement, which aimed to topple apartheid through the actions of black citizens alone. With Biko, a new generation of activists emerged and came to

			
			The end of apartheid

			
			
			
			
			Towards a democratic republic
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