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A man on a mission

Nelson Mandela is the personification of strength in adversity, writes DR DAVID ROBINSON.

Heroes and Villains is an initiative
organised by Dr Michael Ondaatje
of the University of Newcastle to
engage readers on important and
controversial figures in world
history. This is the second in a

series of articles written by national

and international scholars.

URING my lifetime | have
dedicated myself to this
struggle of the African
people. | have fought
against white domination,
and | have fought against black
domination. | have cherished the ideal
of ademocratic and free society in
which all persons live together in
harmony and with equal
opportunities. Itis an ideal which |
hope to live for and to achieve. But if
needs be, itis an ideal for which I am
prepared to dieZ.

These celebrated words, with which
Nelson Mandela concluded his
defence statement to the Pretoria
Supreme Court in April 1964,
epitomise the spirit and integrity of
the man today hailed by South
Africans by the Xhosa royal title
Madiba. Mandela willingly accepted
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eventually enrolled to study Arts at
Fort Hare University. There he
became involved in student politics
and met other future leaders of the
anti-Apartheid struggle, including
Oliver Tambo ... after whom
Johannesburges international airport
is now named. Within a year Mandela
and Tambo were expelled from Fort
Hare for their radical activities, and
Mandela later found work at a
Johannesburg law firm where he
completed his degree and began to
study Law.

South Africa already had
government regulations that
discriminated on the basis of race, but
during this period the National Party
came to power and from 1948
constructed the rigid system of laws
called Apartheid. Relationships
between members of different races

leader of the new armed group
Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the
Nation), co-ordinating the ANCes
campaign of sabotage and preparing
for guerrilla war.

Mandela later explained: *We first
broke the law in a way which avoided
any recourse to violence; when this
form was legislated against, and then
the Government resorted to a show of
force to crush opposition to its
policies, only then did we decide to
answer violence with violenceZ.

American intelligence agents
helped to convict Mandela of
terrorism, and embarrassingly he was
only removed from the US terrorist
watch listin 2008. The ANC struggle
continued regardless and had by the
late 1980s forced the Apartheid regime
into a state of emergency.

When released from prison in 1990,
aged 72, Mandela was elected ANC
leader and began negotiations with

President de Klerk for South Africass
first non-racial elections. This was a
tense and dangerous time, as
government provocateurs encouraged
violence between different African
factions, and assassinated important
political figures like Chris Hani.
Without Mandelass moral authority
and his calls for calm, angry riots may
have turned into bloody civil war.
Mandela eventually led the ANC to
electoral victory in April 1994,
becoming South Africass first black
president and overseeing the first five
years of national reconciliation. He
has used his international prominence
to speak in support of campaigns like
Make Poverty History and against the
Iraq War, but Nelson Mandelass truly
lasting influence will be as a global
symbol of dignified resistance in the
face of injustice and oppression.

David Robinson is a lecturer in history

at Edith Cowan University in Perth.
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sentence of life
imprisonment, hard labour and the
isolation of Robben Island could not
stop Mandela and his fellow inmates
from leading and inspiring the anti-
Apartheid movement through the
subsequent decades. Twenty-seven
years later, as the collapse of
Communism signalled a changing
global order, Mandela was released by
the government of President EW. de
Klerk ... serving as a symbol of national
transformation, and as a negotiator for
peaceful transition to democratic rule.
Born in South Africass Eastern Cape
province in 1918 as a junior relative to
alocal Xhosa king, Rolihlahla
Mandela was the first member of his
family to attend school, and there
received the English first name
Nelson. As Nelsones father died while
he was young, Mandela was given
support by a local clan leader and

controlled by a
strict system of internal passports, and
the Apartheid government eventually
classified them as foreign citizens.
Mandela was active in resisting these
laws through the youth wing of the
African National Congress. He
became an important leader during
the 1950s, spent time in gaol and was
esbannedee ... the peculiar South African
decree which deemed itillegal for an
individual to have any public
existence by attending meetings,
holding positions in any organisation,
or being mentioned in any
publication.

By 1960 repression intensified as
police fired on protesters in the town
of Sharpeuville, killing 69 people. The
government then banned the ANC,
forcing them underground and
pushing them towards a strategy of
armed struggle. Mandela became the
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