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Imprisoned for more than 27 years, Nelson Mandela became a symbol of the struggle 
against South Africa's system of apartheid. When he was finally released in 1990, 
Mandela helped bring an end to racial segregation in his country. Four years later, in 
South Africa's first democratic election, Mandela became his country's first black 
president. 
 
READING FOCUS: 
How does Nelson Mandela persevere in opposing apartheid? 
 
 
Nelson Mandela explored many ways to end apartheid in South Africa. At first he used 
nonviolent methods. Then he supported militant action. Finally, he turned to negotiation. 
It was, in his words, a long walk to freedom. Appropriately, he used this phrase as the 
title of his internationally best-selling autobiography. 
 
Mandela was born in South Africa, the son of a leader of the Tembu people. He could 
have become a chief like his father, but Mandela wanted to be a lawyer. While a student, 
Mandela got involved in the struggle against racial segregation. In 1940, he was expelled 
from the university for taking part in a protest. Mandela moved to Johannesburg and 
finished his law studies there. 
 
During this time, Mandela became active in the African National Congress (ANC). He 
quickly became one of its leaders. The ANC opposed the South African government's 
policy of apartheid, or strict separation of races. The ANC's position was clear: South 
Africa belonged to everyone who lived there, both black and white. 
 
As government discrimination against blacks increased, the ANC stepped up its activities. 
It had always supported nonviolent protest. In its Defiance Campaign, protestors refused 
to obey apartheid laws. In 1960, the ANC urged people across the country to turn out to 
protest laws restricting the movement and employment of blacks. When police killed 
more than 60 black demonstrators in the township of Sharpeville, the ANC decided more 
aggressive action was needed. Mandela and other ANC leaders decided they would fight 
violence with violence. As a result the government banned the ANC. Later they jailed 
Mandela. In 1962 he was tried and sentenced to five years in prison for stirring up action 
against the government. Then in 1964, with other ANC leaders, he was sentenced to life 
in prison for sabotage, treason and violent conspiracy.
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Even in prison, Mandela remained focused on fighting against apartheid. He spent a lot of 
time thinking about his role in the political struggle of his countrymen. He wrote his 
autobiography in secret, and parts of his manuscript were smuggled out of prison. 
Mandela also secretly kept in touch with others who opposed South Africa's system. 
 
Soon people around the world began to speak out loudly against apartheid. They also 
called for Mandela's release. In response, the South African government started 
negotiations with Mandela. In 1990, when F.W. de Klerk became president, Mandela was 
finally released. 
 
De Klerk and Mandela became partners in building a new South Africa. They worked 
together to end apartheid and bring about other changes. In 1993, the two men received 
the Nobel Prize for Peace for their efforts, but their greatest reward must have been the 
1994 elections in which all races participated. Mandela enjoyed an additional reward, one 
that represented years of perseverance: He became South Africa's first black president. 


