
Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1

Commemoration Of Nelson Mandela
Posted on October 24, 2019

View this essay online:
https://academic-master.com/commemoration-of-nelson-mandela/

Introduction
Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela is commemorated internationally because his life became closely
associated with South Africa’s transition from apartheid to constitutional democracy. Born on July 18,
1918, in Mvezo, he later studied law, joined the African National Congress, helped organize resistance
to white minority rule, spent more than twenty-seven years in prison, participated in negotiations that
ended apartheid, and served as South Africa’s president from 1994 to 1999. His public legacy is also
connected with reconciliation, institution building, education, and later advocacy on issues including
HIV/AIDS. Mandela’s life should not be presented as the work of a solitary liberator or as a history
without controversy. The anti-apartheid struggle involved political organizations, labor movements,
churches, community activists, lawyers, students, international supporters, and many other prisoners
and leaders. Commemoration is therefore most historically accurate when it places Mandela within
this wider movement while examining both his strategic choices and the political conditions that
shaped them (Nelson Mandela Foundation, 2026).

Political Formation and the Anti-Apartheid Struggle
Mandela’s political development took place gradually through education, urban life, legal work, and
participation in the African National Congress. After attending Fort Hare and moving to Johannesburg,
he completed his BA through the University of South Africa, studied law, and became active in the
ANC. In 1944, he helped establish the ANC Youth League alongside figures including Walter Sisulu,
Oliver Tambo, and Anton Lembede. The Youth League argued for more assertive mass political action
against racial domination. Mandela later opened a legal practice with Tambo, serving Black South
Africans who faced discriminatory laws and administrative practices. During the 1950s, he
participated in campaigns including the Defiance Campaign and worked within the political
environment that produced the Freedom Charter. These activities occurred under increasing state
restrictions, including banning orders and prosecutions. His legal and organizational experience
exposed how apartheid operated through land, movement, labor, policing, education, and political
exclusion. It also shaped the combination of legal argument, mass organization, and later
underground activity that characterized his political career.
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Sharpeville, Armed Resistance, and the Rivonia
Trial
Mandela’s history cannot be understood accurately if his role in armed resistance is omitted. After
police killed protesters at Sharpeville in 1960, the South African government banned the ANC and Pan
Africanist Congress and intensified repression. In 1961, Mandela helped establish Umkhonto we
Sizwe, commonly known as MK, the ANC’s armed wing. Its early strategy emphasized sabotage
against infrastructure while seeking to avoid loss of life, reflecting the argument that peaceful political
channels had been closed by the state. Mandela was arrested in 1962 and initially sentenced for
leaving the country without a passport and inciting a strike. He was later tried with other leaders in
the Rivonia Trial on sabotage-related charges. In his 1964 statement from the dock, he defended the
struggle for a democratic society while acknowledging the turn toward sabotage. Mandela and seven
co-accused were sentenced to life imprisonment. This period shows that his later commitment to
negotiation developed from changing political conditions rather than from an uninterrupted doctrine
of pacifism.

Imprisonment, Education, and Political Authority
Mandela spent more than twenty-seven years in prison, including approximately eighteen years on
Robben Island before transfers to Pollsmoor Prison and Victor Verster Prison. Prison conditions
included hard labor, censorship, restricted visits, racial discrimination, and efforts to isolate political
prisoners. Yet political education and organization continued inside the prison system. Mandela
studied through correspondence and ultimately completed an LLB through the University of South
Africa in 1989. Other prisoners, including Walter Sisulu, Ahmed Kathrada, Govan Mbeki, and many
others, also contributed to the intellectual and organizational life that led Robben Island to be
described metaphorically as a university. Mandela’s authority grew partly because imprisonment
made him a powerful symbol outside South Africa, but that symbolism did not replace collective
leadership. During the 1980s, internal protest, labor organization, international sanctions, regional
conflict, economic pressure, and diplomatic shifts also changed the political environment. His
imprisonment mattered within this wider crisis of apartheid rather than functioning as the sole cause
of political transition.

Negotiation, Release, and the Democratic
Transition
Mandela was released on February 11, 1990, after the government unbanned the ANC and other
political organizations. His release marked a major transition but did not immediately produce peace
or democratic government. Negotiations unfolded amid political killings, mistrust, factional conflict,
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state violence, and fears that the process could collapse. Mandela had already begun exploratory
contacts with government officials while imprisoned and later participated directly in negotiations
with President F. W. de Klerk’s government. Mandela and de Klerk jointly received the 1993 Nobel
Peace Prize for their roles in the negotiated transition, an award that recognized cooperation without
implying equal historical responsibility for apartheid (Nobel Prize Outreach, 2026). On April 27, 1994,
South Africans voted in the first national election based on universal adult suffrage, and Mandela
voted for the first time in his life. He was inaugurated as president on May 10, 1994. The transition
replaced white minority rule with a democratic constitutional order through negotiation rather than
military seizure of the state.

Presidency, Reconciliation, and Constitutional
Government
Mandela served one presidential term from 1994 to 1999. His administration operated through a
Government of National Unity during the early transition and focused on building democratic
institutions, expanding basic services, reintegrating South Africa internationally, and establishing a
constitutional framework after apartheid. The 1996 Constitution created extensive rights protections,
an independent judiciary, democratic elections, and structures for cooperative government. Mandela
also became closely associated with reconciliation, although reconciliation was implemented through
institutions rather than personal symbolism alone. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, chaired
by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, investigated gross human-rights violations, heard victims, considered
individual applications for amnesty under specified conditions, and made recommendations
concerning reparation. Its legacy remains debated, particularly regarding prosecution, material
restitution, and the relationship between political reconciliation and continuing economic inequality.
Mandela’s presidency likewise faced criticism concerning redistribution, unemployment, crime,
administrative capacity, and the pace of socioeconomic change. A balanced commemoration can
recognize the constitutional transition while also acknowledging problems the new government did
not resolve.

Post-Presidential Work and International
Commemoration
After leaving office in 1999, Mandela remained involved in public initiatives through organizations
including the Nelson Mandela Foundation and Nelson Mandela Children’s Fund, as well as peace and
humanitarian efforts. He became increasingly visible in advocacy concerning HIV/AIDS, particularly
after his son Makgatho died from an AIDS-related illness in 2005. By speaking publicly about the
cause of death, Mandela challenged stigma surrounding the disease at a time when South Africa was
facing a severe epidemic. His birthday later became the basis for Nelson Mandela International Day,
observed on July 18. The United Nations established the day as an invitation to public service and
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reflection on issues including poverty, inequality, justice, and community responsibility. The well-
known “67 minutes” concept refers symbolically to sixty-seven years associated with Mandela’s
public service. Such observances are commemorative rather than neutral measures of historical
achievement, and their meaning varies among participants. They provide a framework through which
schools, organizations, and communities connect historical memory with service activities and civic
discussion (United Nations, 2026).

Historical Complexity and the Use of Mandela’s
Legacy
Mandela’s public image is sometimes simplified into a story of forgiveness that removes the political
conflicts central to his life. He opposed a state system that controlled citizenship, land, movement,
labor, education, and political rights according to racial classification. At different stages, he
supported mass civil disobedience, underground organization, sabotage, negotiation, constitutional
government, and reconciliation. These strategies reflected changing conditions and remain open to
historical debate. Critics have questioned compromises made during the transition, the limited
transformation of economic ownership, and the continuing gap between political equality and
socioeconomic inequality. Others emphasize the negotiated settlement’s role in preventing wider
conflict and creating constitutional institutions through which later disputes could be addressed. A
commemoration does not require resolving these debates into a single verdict. It can instead
distinguish documented actions from later mythology and recognize that Mandela’s political
importance coexisted with collective struggle, strategic compromise, institutional constraints, and
unresolved social problems. Historical examination strengthens rather than diminishes understanding
by replacing a one-dimensional symbol with a more complete political biography.

Conclusion
Nelson Mandela’s commemoration reflects a life that moved through anti-apartheid organizing, legal
practice, underground resistance, imprisonment, negotiation, democratic government, and post-
presidential public work. His role in South Africa’s transition was substantial, but it took place within a
broader movement involving many organizations and individuals whose contributions should not
disappear behind one famous name. Mandela’s history also contains strategic complexity: he
participated in armed resistance after peaceful channels were closed, later negotiated with the
government that had imprisoned him, supported constitutional institutions, and promoted
reconciliation without claiming that apartheid’s social and economic effects had vanished.
International observances such as Nelson Mandela Day use this history to encourage service and
reflection, while scholars and citizens continue to debate aspects of his political record and the
transition he helped negotiate. The most accurate commemoration therefore avoids both uncritical
hero worship and reduction of his life to a single controversy. It studies the documented choices,



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 5

institutions, conflicts, and collective efforts through which South Africa moved from apartheid toward
democratic rule.
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