NELSON MANDELA
1918 – 2013
Nelson Mandela spent 27 years in prison for opposing the apartheid regime in
South Africa but was celebrated as a freedom fighter by supporters around the
world. After his release from jail, he led the African National Congress to power
and became South Africa’s first black president. As president, he committed the
government to a policy of reconciliation and aimed to unite all the peoples of
South Africa into one ‘rainbow nation’.
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BIOGRAPHY
EARLY LIFE

MANDELA JAILED

Rolihlahla Mandela was born in the Transkei, South
Africa, on 18 July 1918. He was given the name ‘Nelson’
by one of his teachers. From school, he went on to study
law at Fort Hare University and later at the University
of Witwatersrand. As a student he became friends with
Oliver Tambo and, after qualifying as a lawyer, Mandela
and Tambo set up a law firm together.

In 1961 South Africa left the Commonwealth. Many
nations stopped trading with South Africa and many
sports teams and entertainers refused to go there.
Although increasingly isolated, the government still
refused to relax its harsh race laws. Mandela went into
hiding, knowing he faced a long prison term if caught
and found guilty. He was arrested in 1962 and put on trial
with other ANC leaders, accused of plotting to overthrow
the government. When the trial ended in 1964 Mandela
was sentenced to life imprisonment.

APARTHEID
In 1944, Nelson Mandela joined the African National
Congress (ANC). This political organisation campaigned
for all South Africans, whatever their race, to enjoy equal
political and civil rights including the right to vote. This
goal became harder to reach after the hardline National
Party came to power in 1948. It began to follow a policy
of apartheid or ‘separate development’ based on forced
division of the races (separate housing, schools, jobs,
etc.). The ANC opposed the apartheid laws, at first
by nonviolent ‘passive resistance’. In 1952, Mandela
became one of the ANC’s deputy presidents.

RADICAL ACTION
Apartheid gained a firmer hold by the late 1950s and the
government passed new ‘pass laws’ which dictated where
non-whites could live and work. Mandela and other ANC
leaders began to move the ANC towards more radical
‘direct action’ to sabotage and overthrow the apartheid
regime. The government viewed such action as treason
and in 1956 Mandela was put on trial for plotting against
the government. The court case lasted five years, ending
in 1961 with Mandela being acquitted.
In March 1960, 69 black anti-apartheid demonstrators
were killed by police at a township called Sharpeville. This
caused worldwide protests. The South African government
declared a state of emergency. It banned the ANC, which
responded by ending its policy of nonviolence. Mandela
helped set up the ANC’s military wing, called ‘Umkhonto we
Sizwe’ or ‘The Spear of the Nation’ and, as its commanderin-chief, travelled abroad in secret to seek military help and
support for the ANC.
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Mandela was held in Robben Island prison, off the coast
of Cape Town, and later in Pollsmoor Prison on the
mainland. In prison from 1964 to 1990 he earned the
respect of his jailers. He was now a worldwide symbol
of resistance to apartheid. ‘Free Nelson Mandela’
was a rallying cry for civil rights campaigners in many
countries.

FREE AT LAST AND PRESIDENT
In 1990, the new South African leader F W de Klerk
responded to the mounting pressure and freed Mandela
from jail. The government also lifted the ban on the
ANC. In return, Mandela agreed to suspend the armed
struggle. He returned to the outside world and to politics,
becoming ANC leader in 1991.
In 1993 Mandela and de Klerk were jointly awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize for their reconciliation work. In 1994
South Africa held its first free multi-racial elections. The
ANC won and formed a government for the first time
with Nelson Mandela elected as South Africa’s first black
president. Mandela made many visits to other countries
including in 1996 a visit to Britain, the first official visit by
a South African president. Under his leadership, South
Africa took its place again within the Commonwealth
and the international community. In his first speech as
president, Mandela said that his country ‘once the skunk
of the world was suddenly smelling very sweet’.
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LAST YEARS
In 1997 Mandela stepped down as ANC leader and in
1999 his term as president of South Africa came to an
end. In retirement Mandela remained an important figure
on the world stage, lending his support to many causes,
particularly the fight against HIV/AIDS.
In 2007, Mandela set up The Elders, an advisory group
of senior world leaders, and in 2010 he attended the
closing ceremony of the World Cup finals, staged in
South Africa. He was respected for many years as South
Africa’s elder statesman and was recognised throughout
the world as a source of inspiration and as a role model.
Nelson Mandela died on 5 December 2013.
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ASSEMBLY IDEAS
1

PASSIVE RESISTANCE AND GANDHI
Gandhi was an important influence on the early ANC leaders (he had been a
lawyer in South Africa for a time). The ANC at first followed a policy of nonviolent ‘passive resistance’. Gandhi had used this effectively during the struggle
for Indian independence.
•

Compare the lives/experience of Gandhi and Mandela.

2

CIVIL RIGHTS
What are the rights for which Mandela and others fought so long and hard?
•

Explore the often discussed areas – freedom of speech, freedom to
communicate ideas through media such as the press, freedom to worship, to
own property, to receive fair and equal treatment.
•

Civil rights and civil liberties. Are they the same?
•

Do civil rights have limits in democratic countries?
What if someone uses the freedom of speech to call for the overthrow
of a democratically elected government?
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BLACK LEADERS
Suggest/invite examples of other civil rights campaigners, black leaders or high
profile figures of modern times:
Rosa Parks; Martin Luther King; Malcolm X; Barack Obama; Kofi Annan;
Robert Mugabe.
•

Extend this to Black Britons. Some names to consider might be:
Bernie Grant; Diane Abbott; Bill Morris; Lenny Henry; Ashley Cole;
Martin Offiah.
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DISCRIMINATION
What forms can discrimination take?
•

Explore the issues of race and discrimination which Mandela encountered in
South Africa as a young man.
•

Mandela was a member of a majority community, oppressed by a ruling
minority. Discuss the ways in which the minority maintained control.
•

Invite people to role-play within an ‘apartheid’ context.
For example, ‘People wearing non-white shirts are not allowed on those seats’.
How does this make pupils feel?
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MONUMENTS
Mandela was honoured by statues around the world. Discuss why people have
statues erected in their memory.
•

Are statues still a good way to remember people for their lives
and achievements?
•

What other forms of ‘commemoration’ can pupils think of?
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DIRECT ACTION
Mandela was called a ‘freedom fighter’ by his supporters, but a ‘terrorist’ by his
opponents. Can someone be both?
•

Discuss what limits, if any, apply to political action. Take the example of Guy
Fawkes and ask if he could have been justified in trying to blow up Parliament.
•

Extend to modern terrorism issues.
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PEACE AND CONFLICT
Talk about world conflicts and compare to South Africa. (Burma might be one
example. Pro-democracy leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, emerged from years in
prison/house arrest because of her opposition to the ruling regime.)
•

Explore what is meant by ‘reconciliation’. How did it work in Northern Ireland to
help resolve conflicts?
•

Collect news items/media downloads about current conflict areas and discuss
how they might be resolved.
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REMEMBERING NELSON MANDELA
What kept Mandela going through 27 years in prison?
•

What can we learn from his example?
•

Does ‘truth and reconciliation’ offer real hope of resolving disputes and
bitterness between people?
•

What is Nelson Mandela’s lasting legacy to the world?
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