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Chapter 1
Mandela: story and symbol

His given Xhosa name Rolihlahla signified he could be a
troublemaker. His clan honorific Madiba associated him with his
aristocratic Thembu lineage. And his European name Nelson, his
best-known name, given by his primary school teacher, imprinted
his life with the name of one of imperial Britain’s naval heroes.
Between these three nodal points of his names - signifying
resistance, social stature, and heroism, respectively — Nelson
Rolihlahla Mandela’s life has played out in extraordinary,
mythmaking ways. His face and his form, his raised-arm salute
and walk into freedom, are among the most widely reproduced
icons of the 20th century.

Nelson Mandela - is it possible to say, in a phrase, who or what
he is? Yes, he was one of the world’s longest-detained political
prisoners; during the time of his incarceration easily its most
famous. He is a universal symbol of social justice certainly, an
exemplary figure connoting non-racialism and democracy, a
moral giant. Once a man without a face (photographs of political
prisoners in South Africa being banned), he became after his
1990 release an internationally recognizable image. For over
four decades, while his country was vilified the world over for its
policies of state-sanctioned racism, called apartheid, Mandela
symbolically and to some extent practically led the movement of
resistance to that injustice.



Nelson Mandela

But why should his story be important to us in the world at large
today? What do his achievements signify, not only nationally

in South Africa but also internationally? How do we justify yet
another short introduction covering the events of his long life?
To be sure, he is a hero in his own country, whose freedom he
worked to win. But how is it that he became a big name worldwide
also — a prominent figure in the campaign to raise HIV/AIDS
awareness; the 2006 Amnesty International Ambassador of
Conscience; a moniker in UK comedy shows (Mark Thomas’s As
used on the famous Nelson Mandela)? Why is it his face above all
others (including Gandhi’s) that is chosen to grace the covers of
potted histories of our time? How was it that at the time of the
unveiling of his statue in Westminster Square in the summer of
2007, he was hailed as ‘President of the World’ (by analogy with
the ‘People’s Princess’ Diana)?

If one wanted an example of an absolutely upright man,

that man, that example would be Mandela. If one wanted an
example of an unshakably firm, courageous, heroic, calm,
intelligent, and capable man, that example and that man
would be Mandela. I did not just reach this conclusion after
having met him in person. ... I have thought this for many
years. I identify him as one of the most extraordinary symbols
of this era.

Fidel Castro, from ‘We will never return to the slave barracks’ (1991)

In the celebrity culture that marks the new millennium, with

its focus on the individual as maker of their destiny, it is often
assumed that Mandela was not only the master of his individual
fate (as his favourite poem puts it), but the chief architect

of the new South Affrica. It is taken as read that he fought a
single-handed fight for the rights of black people, and that in his
case the theory that Great Men make history is well justified. And
yet, as he himself often reminded people, his nation South Africa’s

2



liberation struggle was effectively fought for and won while he
languished in gaol. Already at his 1962 trial he emphasized, ‘I have
been only one in a large army of people.

His personal charisma is of course palpable and itself famous.

All who have met him remark on the charm, the Madiba magic,
that radiates from him: a combination of his fame, height,

and good looks, his encyclopaedic memory for faces, plus an
indefinable something else, an attractive Mandela-esque je

ne sats quoi. Central to his character, writes his admirer the
novelist Nadine Gordimer, is ‘a remove from self-centredness,

the capacity to live for others’ His good guidance and charisma
represented important sources of inspiration for the making of
post-1994 South Africa. Yet it is also true that he did not himself
strictly speaking author that new democracy. With Mandela it is
manifestly the case that his leadership alone cannot explain the
historical development in South Africa from apartheid to freedom.
Inner radiance alone cannot account for why his icon should bulk
large in the world’s imagination.

The true picture - the real-life constituents of Madiba magic - is
a great deal more complicated than the story of individual
specialness suggests. It is based in a quality of character
certainly, but this is combined with other key factors which

this book addresses, not least his talent as a performer, and
career-long proximity to several outstanding colleagues and
friends, themselves astute political minds, especially Oliver
Tambo, Walter Sisulu, and Ahmed Kathrada. Then there are

the ways in which his social make-up impacted on political
developments in his country, especially in the 1950s, and how he
shaped and reshaped his nationalist stance in response to those
developments, while also increasingly reaching for transnational
models of resistance, and appealing to an international audience.
Throughout, he both referenced and drew upon, yet worked in
skilful counterpoint to, his highborn background and its legacies
of consensual authority, in order to shape the democratic,

3
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Nelson Mandela

collective leadership structures of his organization, the African
National Congress (ANC).

More than any other living person, Nelson Mandela has come
to symbolize all that is hopeful and idealistic in public life.

Bill Shipsey, Art for Africa founder, on Mandela’s 2006
Amnesty International Aml dor of C i Award

A mundane point to make about a memorable man it may be,
yet Nelson Mandela is one of those historical figures who, in

the mid- to late 1950s, and then in the 1980s and 1990s, was

not merely the right man to stand forth at the right time. He

was also, importantly, the one who did so with notable political
acumen, adaptability, and style, as well as self-consciously and
determinedly. At a time when the polarized racial struggle in
South Africa justified a sharp turn from till-then effective passive
resistance to a more militant response, he spearheaded the
difficult decision to take up arms, and was able to persuade his
organization to support the new line of action. But when, 30 years
on, he deemed that the time had come to move beyond warring
polarities towards the negotiation table, again he found the means
to stand upon his moral status, push through that decision, and
take his organization with him. Repeatedly, he created a role for
himself within the ANC’s structure and ideological landscape,
and then exceeded it. Never doubting he had right on his side, he
retained faith in his vision of a non-discriminatory South Africa
through 27 years of incarceration. Eventually he staked a place
in his nation’s future, as a figure embodying not only justice, but,
above all, hope.

Nelson Mandela: the story

This book is about the different, interconnected stories, histories,
symbols, and values that are referred to using the ‘famous’ name
Nelson Mandela. As captured in the Zapiro cartoon marking

4



NELSON MANDELA, THE EARLY YEARS

AR : -

= THIS ONE CAN'T MAKE
UP HIS MIND: HE PUT DOWN “LAWTER,
ACTIVIST, FREEDOM FIGHTER, PRISONER
OF CONSCIENCE, PRESIDENT, RECONCILER,
NATION -BUILDER, VISIONARY AND
204h CENTURY ICON :

1. Destined to play a bewildering array of roles

his 80th birthday (Figure 1), across his life Mandela has filled a
rich range of roles: diligent student, city-slicker, dashing
guerrilla, the world’s longest-suffering political prisoner, the
millennial saviour-figure, and so on. He has proved to be a
versatile, even postmodern, shape-shifter who at each stage of his
career, or his shape-shifting, succeeded in projecting an omnibus
appeal. A variety of different constituencies - black nationalists
and white communists, rugby players and novelists, world
leaders and township dwellers - feeling themselves addressed

by him, claimed his emblem for themselves. Mandela the tale
represents individual journeying and overcoming, but it also at
the same time tells the collective, many-voiced story of a nation’s
coming-into-being.

One of the prominent stories associated with the name Nelson
Mandela is inevitably a nationalist story, a nation’s story. From
at least as far back as the midpoint of his presidency, around
1997, Mandela’s life-narrative was officially elevated as South

5
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Nelson Mandela

Africa’s main governing tale, its modern myth, as reflected

in government school-readers and children’s cartoon-book
histories. His autobiography Long Walk to Freedom (1994 itself
is not surprisingly styled as a parable in democracy-building.

In his biographies, the character and thought of the historical
figure are everywhere overlaid with faithful accounts of the
political-historical processes in which he was involved. At a
more general level, as if to reinforce these representations of the
national saviour, condensed histories of the 20th century enshrine
the Mandela story as one of the few ethically affirming national
tales to emerge from its decades of devastating conflict, often
between rival nations.

A short introduction to the career of a figure bulging with this
kind of national meaning - not to say heroic symbolization —
presents obvious pitfalls, not least the temptation to reproduce
the dominant accounts of the secular saint and architect of
democracy, where surprisingly few other interpretations exist.
The more scholarly biographical studies of Mandela (by

Benson, Meer, Sampson, Meredith, Lodge, amongst others)

tend to approach him by his own lights, as, for example, the
determined leader of the more militant tendency in the ANC, or
the disciplined pilot of his country’s destiny. Writing at different
historical moments, the biographers differ in their interpretations
of his political role, yet do not take issue with his national
symbolic significance. For each and every one, Mandela embodies
a post-apartheid South Africa. For some, additionally, he is a
model, a history with a nationalist moral attached, a pedagogic
tale bearing political truth.

For Benson in 1986, writing at the quarter-century point of his
incarceration, Mandela is all liberal democrat and responsible
party man, a reassuring figure for sceptical Western audiences
(and noticeably less radical than in a 1965 collection of articles
edited by communist colleague Ruth First). For Meer in 1988,
prior to the uncertain hour of his release, he is the consummate

6



patrician, translating familial and ethnic loyalties into a strong
network of nationalist affiliation. For Sampson, author of still the
most authoritative biography to date, Mandela is in 1999, at the
end of his presidency, a shining example of unifying leadership, at
once Western and African, ‘the people’s president’. For the political
historian Lodge, in a cooler though still admiring portrait,
Mandela accommodates his charismatic authority to protect
South Africa’s fragile structures of democratic politics.

As is clear, despite these varying assessments of his politics, each
individual biographer takes the decision to co-operate with a
dominant strain in Mandela’s own make-up: his emphasis on how
a leader’s work for the nation moulds his own future, and vice
versa. This emphasis is reflected, too, in the numerous African
leaders’ auto/biographies published since 1950 - by Nkrumah,
Azikiwe, Kaunda, amongst others - to mark the moment of their
country’s independence, to which group Mandela’s obviously
belongs. Typically, in most of these biographical narratives, the
upward trajectory of the life is amplified by way of a process of
metaphorical extension, whereby the story is projected through
the exemplary patterns of pilgrimage and metamorphosis. The
biographical subject’s long period of removal from the world, in
gaol or in exile, for example, is often followed in the biography
by miraculous change or transformation, intended as edifying for
readers.

Over-determined though he may be as the symbol of democratic
South Africa, this book cannot sidestep telling the iconic

national story figured by the name Nelson Mandela. His
achievement is in fact probably incomprehensible outside the
historical context of South Africa’s freedom struggle, which

he did choreograph in several ways. ‘Mandela’s story is central

to an understanding of the outcome of the liberation struggle,
cultural historian Annie Coombs writes. In other words, this study
approaches the national Mandela story conventionally, which

is to say chronologically, across two chapters of scene-setting,

7
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Nelson Mandela

from a narrative viewpoint which almost inevitably assumes the
metaphorical sub-structure of the long walk and the slow, upward
climb. Though the study retraces certain familiar pathways,
reinforced by a supporting timeline of important dates and
events, it attempts, however, to refrain from enshrining Mandela
as exemplary. Cross-sectional digressions and sideways pointers
to other possible readings will fret the smooth progression of the
biographical narrative, anticipating the five topic-based chapters
that follow.

Bearing in mind how Mandela has worked throughout as the
astute author of his own image, or how he scripted life’s text, these
later chapters set out to offer a readerly, interpretative account

of the defining episodes of his biography and key aspects of his
approach and achievement. Though frequently sidelined in the
biographical studies, these aspects are arguably as important as
his national vision in bulwarking his moral and international
stature. The alternative windows on Mandela focus, inter

alia, on his cosmopolitan receptivity to transnational political
influences; his protean skills as an urban performer yet projection
of an uncompromising masculinity; his ‘dialogic’ prison garden
projects; and his international repute as the humanist ‘icon who
outgrew his country’ (journalist Shaun Johnson’s phrase). In

this way the study will in its latter half offer a more interiorized,
speculative analysis of Mandela than biographies centred on the
towering public figure as a rule provide.

The book’s approach via a range of themed (though still
chronologically based) readings is informed by anthropologist
James Clifford’s fruitful idea that an individual life constitutes ‘a
narrative of trans-individual occasions’, a crossing point between
different inspirations, motivations, traditions, relationships,

and roles. The accent will be on how individual histories are
formed in relation to one another, in connection with struggles
and counter-struggles in other places. True, the crosshatched,
sideways, or synchronic perspective may initially seem
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counter-intuitive, given the apparent coherence of the messianic
Mandela figure in media and government representations. On
reflection, however, it is evident not only that Mandela’s life

has always been remarkably networked, a busy meeting place

of different ideologies and influences (at a time before the 24/7
media access that today’s politicians take for granted). It is also
true that, as a consummate performer, he has often chosen to
operate in several different registers, deploying various personae,
either simultaneously or sequentially.

Although Mandela till 1990 led a relatively nation-bound, or
indeed island-bound, existence, from the time of his arrival in
Johannesburg as a young man in the 1940s, his political project
and resistance theory were consistently formed in discussion with
colleagues and rivals. Not by nature a contemplative figure, it was
these networks that made of him, first, an influential political
activist, and later, with the long incarceration, a thoughtful
negotiator. Moreover, to the same degree as his life was not
confined to a single, nationalist track, so too did his career not fall
into discrete phases. There were preoccupations, interests, and
responses that either ran across the life or, alternatively, looped
back, connecting with earlier phases. The Sophiatown sophisticate
of the 1950s returned in the 1990s figure of the debonair
statesman. The mission-school student found a new incarnation
in the self-disciplined Robben Island letter-writer. Far from being
limited to a one-directional pathway to freedom, the story of his
life crystallizes into clusters of encounters, practices, possibilities,
and agendas.

In short, rather than admiring Mandela as such, this book
considers the processes of meaning-making (including his own)
which have caused his achievement to be admired. As a function
of its different readings, the discussion will acknowledge that
Mandela is in some ways an unlikely figure to have received the
kind of adulation that has been showered upon him. It is difficult
to think of a more outstanding international figure who was so

9
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long out of the public eye, and whose major speeches were so
often formulaic and rhetorically cautious.

Reading Madiba

In order to calibrate his unidirectional national story against

his diverse other preoccupations, it is important to pose at this
point the specific question of which readings of Mandela present
themselves as alternatives to the national myth. What are the
other interpretative approaches that cast light on the governing
preoccupations of his life? How might we encapsulate the ‘takes’
on the first democratic South African president that draw out his
different domains of involvement and appeal?

To begin with, alongside the straightforward Mandela-as-
new-South-Africa reading, in which he is the chief protagonist
within a national drama, there is a global story featuring
Mandela. Beginning in the 1960s, when his court addresses

first drew the world’s attention, and resuming in 1988 with his
televised 70th ‘birthday party’ at Wembley, he became in the

eyes of others the definition of a world icon. In the media he

was constructed, even produced, as a pre-eminent symbol

within an ongoing struggle against exploitation not confined to
South Africa. It has been claimed that Mandela is second only to
Coca-Cola as the world’s most recognizable name. Even should
this be only in part true, it certainly is the case that his image
appears to resonate with values important to a global community
once interconnected by its opposition to apartheid - values
including courage, perseverance, justice. In a world where Cold
War certainties have collapsed, and the causes that defined the
pre-1989 period - communism, anti-communism - have been
called into question, Mandela stands for many as a beacon of
constancy, vision, new humanism, and hope for change. In this
capacity, says Gordimer, he ‘belongs to the world’. Several chapters
will touch on the global dimensions of Mandela’s ethical-political
legacy.
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Nelson Mandela is the famous man, today. One of the few
who, in contrast with those who have made our twentieth
century infamous of fascism, racism, and war, will mark it as
an era that achieved advancement for humanity. So will his
name live in history, the context in which he belongs to the

world.

Nadine Gordimer, from Living in Hope and History (1990)

Mandela’s story is also crucially, even quintessentially, the story
of an African quest for modernity. Here modernity should not be
understood as equivalent to colonialism, but as involving a claim
to selfhood, to being a subject of history, that is expressed through
a process of transposing the vocabularies of modern identity into
Africa. Where colonialism impacts on this story is in so far as
African subjectivity was routinely excluded from official accounts
of European historical progress: in colonial discourse Africa
tended to signify either emptiness, a heart of darkness, or mere
brute matter, chattel, slaves.

By contrast, any study of Mandela charts a decades-long narrative
of black South African political leadership-in-the-making; of how,
in a situation of extreme racial discrimination, African individuals
and communities set about claiming self-determination,
citizenship, and democratic rights. From the time that Mandela
the country youth arrived in the city of Johannesburg to find
work, he formed a central part of an educated elite that insisted
on the right to belong there (as against being confined to the

rural hinterland), and to accommodate itself within its public
spaces. As Chapters 5 and 6 on Mandela as urban dweller and
performer suggest, he boldly created a malleable modern identity
by adopting and adapting the city’s heterogeneous cultural and
political resources. As for his literary counterparts, the writers and
journalists of Sophiatown, his legal work, newspaper articles, and
speeches took as their task the translation of modernity into local
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terms, to forge the conditions for the emergence of a black South
African citizenry.

In effect, Mandela’s story tracks the complicated, inventive
ways in which modern life was moulded in decolonizing Africa.
The uneven introduction of European modernity, whether to
rural communities or the Johannesburg townships, encouraged
the black elite creatively to deploy different social roles and
languages in order at once to question colonial stereotypes and
assert themselves as agents within their communities. As will
become clear, in South Africa as in other once-colonized places,
projecting oneself as a modern individual involved a continual
shuttling between different frames of cultural reference, a
running together of discrepant though temporally co-incident
interpretations of one’s place in history, as Dipesh Chakrabarty
describes.

The narrative of Mandela’s quest for modernity represents

a powerful way of accounting for the layeredness of his

life-story, for how he managed to assume different, seemingly
contradictory positions. At times he crossed a reconstituted
concept of Thembu political tradition with the conventions of
modern Western democracy; at others he pitted the aggressive,
go-getting energies of urban modernity against the primitivist
stereotypes that were favoured under apartheid. Indeed,
Mandela’s quest-story carries a particular modern irony. In his
case, far from the African being a belated addition to the history of
the making of the modern self, he is now regarded by many, even
if in an over-compensatory way, as occupying the highpoint of a
global, intrinsically modern struggle for self-determination and
human rights.

Seeing Mandela as the choreographer of an adaptive, capacious
African modernity correlates with a related reading: one that
views many aspects of his political achievement first as a militant
and then as a negotiator as definitively postcolonial. Mandela’s
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His release from prison projected an unchallenged,
patriarchal voice, a voice rooted in the most intense physical
conflict between blacks and whites on this planet, the final
frontier of white supremacy on the African continent, out
across the relay systems of the black Atlantic.

Paul Gilroy, from The Black Atlantic (1993)

energies have always been devoted to restoring black South
Africans to their buried histories of resistance, to overcoming
colonial legacies of power by taking over the languages and the
laws of that power in order to effect that overcoming: both are
essentially postcolonial undertakings. Though he is a politician
first and foremost, not an intellectual, his work (the political
activism, critical writings, and speeches taken together) presents
us with an intensely practical discourse of anti-colonial resistance:
that is to say, with an anti- or postcolonial theory-in-practice. His
achievement has been to demonstrate how an oppressive situation
can be withstood through a process of strategically repeating and
exceeding the oppressor’s self-justifying discourses of rationality
or belonging, as the case may be. As Chapters 7 and 8 explore,
Mandela generated late humanist concepts of resistance and
reconciliation through his lifelong, always intensely dialogic,
political dealings. His work against apartheid represented a
continuously evolving anti-colonialism.

In recent years, postcolonial criticism has begun to acknowledge
the ways in which postcolonial thought has its stimulus and
structure in anti-colonial practice. Critics like Benita Parry and
Robert Young have pointed out that leading postcolonial ideas are
generated from the thick of political struggle. This book extends
the territory of this criticism by making the case that Mandela
adopted and reanimated ideas we can see as being both anti- and
postcolonial. By helping to bring into being the new democratic
South Africa, he effectively became a theorist-of-a-kind.
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True, like Gandhi till quite recently, Mandela’s political and
ethical achievements are not widely recognized as theoretically
significant, for at least two reasons other than his relative
contemporaneity. First, in so far as he was, controversially, an
advocate of militant resistance for some part of his career, he

was preceded in his arguments for armed struggle both by his
Communist Party comrades and by the prominent theorist
Frantz Fanon. As Chapter 4 on Mandela’s influences suggests,
Fanon’s powerful justification of anti-colonial violence is likely to
have had a shaping effect on the ANC’s shift to armed resistance
in 1961. Mandela was no flag-bearer in this respect. Secondly, the
relative theoretical invisibility of Mandela is in part also because,
unlike Gandhi, he was never as resistant as was the Indian
leader to articulating his opposition to the repressive state in the
selfsame cultural terms as deployed by that state. He invoked the
priority of Europe (if selectively), including its notions of modern
progress and ‘civilized’ values, in order to frame his critique of
apartheid.

Against his apparent theoretical neglect, this book’s postcolonial
reading of Mandela, which runs across its second half, will
allow us to gain critical purchase precisely on contradictory
articulations such as these. If postcolonialism is defined as

the attempt by the world’s marginalized to lay claim to its
centres of meaning, then Mandela’s efforts to promote African
cultural values and indigenous histories of freedom struggle

are unequivocally postcolonial. Yet so, too, was his pragmatic
empathy for the rival nationalist position of South Africa’s
Afrikaner minority in the 1980s - an identification that pushed
him towards the risky bid for cross-racial conciliation. For him,
intrinsically African qualities of reciprocal brotherhood and
consensualism are, at the same time, intensely human qualities:
Africanness and humanness are co-extensive, not oppositional.
This redemptive inclusiveness represents a definitively
postcolonial vision.
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2. Theicon of an era transmutes into a cuddly toy

The long road to freedom is a never-ending road: with this
often-repeated suggestion Mandela ends his autobiography.
His life, unfolding in proximity to a lively black literary culture,
has spawned many enduring metaphors. Regent’s ward, Black
Pimpernel, prison cell scholar, master of fate, life-long pilgrim
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towards democracy: throughout Mandela has been perceived, and
perceived himself, in strongly symbolic and mythic terms, to an
extent that justifies, finally, a literary reading of his achievement.
Indeed, it is safe to say that Mandela has so consistently lived in
ways governed by form-giving images and overarching generic
patterns that his life has been itself built into metaphor, as several
poems and novels record. If across the 1970s and 1980s apartheid
was internationally seen as a timeless referent of iniquity, then
the figure who led the struggle against that iniquity has absorbed
something of that iconic timelessness.

Sections of the themed chapters that follow, especially Chapters 6
and 7, consider the many figurative aspects of Mandela, the story
and the icon, and offer speculations on the powerful tendency
towards self-symbolization and postmodern performance

that marked his adult experience. From the time he became

a successful lawyer, then a charismatic nationalist, Mandela

set himself up as the realization of his people’s expectations.
Throughout, he remained acutely aware that power requires
symbolism and myth for its elevation, to the extent that he became
himself a totem of the totemic values of our age - toleration and
liberal democracy.
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Chapter 2
Scripting a life: the early
years

Any attempt to narrate the life of Nelson Mandela confronts

the difficulty that to do so is to tell a double-framed story - of
South Africa, and of Mandela-in-South-Africa, in the second

half of the 20th century. As the title of his 1978 collection of
speeches The Struggle Is My Life announces, from the time of

the 1952 Defiance Campaign, Mandela’s actions were intensively
informed by - interactive with and against - the operations of
the South African state. This was publicly so until 1964; then
again, decisively, from 1990; and clandestinely and covertly in the
intervening years.

Indeed, as is often the case in nations reconstituting themselves
after periods of tribulation, the biography of Mandela the First
President (or Praise-dent, as one journalist writes) is now
officially held up as the definitive history of the new South Afirica’s
coming-into-being. For modern nationalism it is generally true
to say that a nation’s integrity is recognized both by its citizens
and the wider community of nations through the medium of
arallying tale recounting how it was constituted. In South
Africa that pre-eminent story is Nelson’s story. As for other
national heroes - Thomas Jefferson, Napoleon, Jawaharlal
Nehru - Mandela’s life-story and character have been built up as
icons of national progress and virtue.
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Worshipful nationalist biography or hagiography is perhaps
especially acute when the nation, as in the case of South Africa,
has been born, or in fact twice-born, out of racial conflict and
repression. The 1910 Union of South Africa was forged on the
basis of a fragile unity of Afrikaners and English-speaking whites
after the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) - the culmination of a
series of wars over land and resources fought between British
and Dutch settlers and indigenous black populations across the
19th century. The unified settler colony’s underlying geography
and overarching state structures were from the start strongly
racialized, and in subsequent decades the Afrikaner’s sense of
marginalization by the British-descended settlers only fuelled
their already defensive nationalism. In 1948 the reformed
Afrikaner Nationalist Party won victory on the ticket of founding
a white-dominated state. As Mandela himself was to recognize,
the history of 20th-century South Africa was profoundly shaped
by the fierce contest between two nationalisms, Afrikaner and
African, for the ‘same piece of earth’

A second, related yet separate, difficulty with recounting
Mandela’s life concerns the generic, especially allegorical,
patterns through which his story tends to be narrated. In all

of the biographies bar none, the authors of Mandela the Life
assume a more or less onward-and-upward trajectory, fitting
the overarching motif of a journey or pilgrimage signalled in

his autobiography’s title. This suggests that the ‘long walk to
freedom’ may be tough and uphill but it begins with a rural idyll,
proceeds through set-backs and difficulties, and ends, as does
that of Christian in Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), with
the achievement of the Celestial City, the free, democratic nation.
The steady-climb metaphor subtends the number of beginner’s
guides widely available in South Africa and beyond, including
the soft-focus Madiba by Lionel Maxim, the ‘They Fought for
Freedom’ and ‘Famous Lives’ series contributions, and the
Nelson Mandela Foundation’s own ‘Madiba Legacy’ comic-book
series. But the standard biographies, too - Meer’s, Sampson’s,
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Meredith’s - at times intermittently, yet also unmistakably, adopt
the ready-made journey motif.

The ubiquity of the life-journey trope in Nelson’s story pertains
not only to the aura that accrued over the prison years to No
Easy Walk to Freedom: the Nehru-inspired title of his 1965
collection of speeches which was confirmed in the title of his later
autobiography. It also attaches closely to the prevalence of ideas of
redemptive onward journeying in African writing generally, which
links with the influential role played by Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s
Progress in the mission-school education of many African writers,
intellectuals, and politicians, as Isabel Hofmeyr’s insightful The
Portable Bunyan explains. Christian’s story appealed powerfully
to young African readers fortified by the values of community
and hard work inculcated through their rural, traditional,

often Christianized childhoods, even as they battled to forge
self-reliance in a context inimical to black opportunity. The
journey framework offered African writers a symbolic space
within which to plot patterns of incremental self-improvement
and progress (whether towards modernity or back to tradition).
Any number of autobiographical African Bildungsroman
appearing from the 1940s onwards follow the same trajectory:
Camara Laye’s Lenfant noir (1954), Mphahlele’s Down Second
Avenue (1959), Achebe’s No Longer at Ease (1960), Ngugi’s Weep
Not, Child (1964).

As this suggests, embedding the influential ‘long road’ motifs,
Mandela’s story exhibits, too, a recognizable typicality,
underpinned by a dominant teleology of political growth with
liberation as its goal. By recounting a steady progression towards
freedom and modernity, despite inevitable setbacks, the life-story
runs in parallel with the largely masculine, unidirectional
narrative of resistance and overcoming as it has been played out in
Africa and elsewhere in the once-colonized world. As such, his tale
shares common ground with the biographies and memoirs, too, of
his colleagues Walter Sisulu, Oliver Tambo, and Albert Luthuli.
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Beginning with the ANC’s regeneration through the Youth

League in the 1940s, the iconic Mandela life-story traces a path
through the ‘festive activism’ of the 1950s, the 1960s years of
incarceration and exile, the resurgent militancy of the post-1976
period, and the 1990s’ slow strategizing and achievement of
liberation. The youth raised in a chiefly Thembu household
becomes the pioneering black lawyer and political leader who
finally emerges, after 27 desert years, as the new South Africa’s
first democratic president. The enmeshing of the models of
upward mobility with motifs of travel and pilgrimage is further
emphasized in Mandela’s autobiography by the important role
played there by transformative journeys. On the first drive to
school in Jongintaba’s Ford, on the long car-ride to Johannesburg,
city of electric light, on his 1962 trip around Africa, Nelson the
protagonist of the tale repeatedly has his aspirations encouraged
and confirmed. The journey conforms to a trope of progress
driven, as is Christian of The Pilgrim’s Progress, by ‘dedicated and
principled effort. Throughout, Mandela’s vision of life has been of
an uphill path climbed by dint of discipline and hard work.

With the mutilation and decline of the conquered tribe a
new shaman or artist struggles to emerge who finds himself
moving along the knife-edge of change. He has been, as it
were, cross-fertilized by victor and victim and a powerful
need arises to invoke the lost generations, in a new, creative,
visionary light. It is a task which is profoundly personal (and
archetypal) and, therefore, accompanying an enormous
potency for change - for vision into resources — runs the

danger of self-enactment or hubris.

Wilson Harris, from Explorations (1981)

This book’s two different approaches, the one founded on the
teleological pathway, the other topic-based, focused on the
diffuse processes shaping a life, operate in contrastive ways,
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though always in relation to one another. The cross-section
studies in the key phases of his subjectivity - examining his
‘Gandhian’ make-up or cosmopolitan selthood - can best be
appreciated in their complexity when mapped against the spinal
life-narrative covered in this and the next chapter, with the
watershed moment of incarceration serving as the dividing line
between them.

The young Mandela

Rolihlahla Mandela was born on 18 July 1918 in the hamlet of
Mvezo in the Transkei, the eastern region of the present-day
Eastern Cape province, a hilly landscape of great loveliness after
rain, and of intense poverty. The Transkei, once the terrain of

the widely dispersed isiXhosa-speaking peoples, comprising 12
chieftaincies including the Thembu, was at the time a peasant
reserve, the largest area in South Africa where, under the 1913
Land Act restrictions, Africans could still collectively own land.
Though the Thembu royalty had generally steered clear of
involvement in the vicious 19th-century Frontier or Xhosa Wars
(and had at times sided with the British), Mandela as a youth
would have witnessed how the society around him remained
scarred by the painful legacy of these conflicts. Sparked by British
colonial encroachment, and fought on and around Xhosa lands
for over a century from the 1770s, the Frontier Wars had left the
people divided and dispossessed, and smarting at their loss of
independence. The Xhosa mourned, too, the loss of their livestock
following the mass panic of the 1856-7 Cattle Killings (though
the Thembu again were left relatively unscathed). Much later on,
between 1976 and 1994, Transkei held the dubious status of being
the apartheid state’s first notionally independent black homeland
under Mandela’s relative, Chief Kaiser Matanzima.

Mandela was born into a high-ranking family of the Xhosa-
speaking Thembu chieftaincy. This made him keenly aware from
childhood of the stain to ancestral honour - yet proud legacy
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of resistance and self-reliance - that the Frontier conflicts with
the British represented, as the preambles to his 1962 and 1964
addresses to the court both emphasize. In his childhood and youth
he was at key points reminded of the lost glories of the African
past, especially of the Xhosa-speaking nations. He remembered
Chief Joyi, a prominent elder, railing against the white man’s
injustices in his guardian’s courtyard. At his circumecision, Chief
Meligqili spoke a litany for the dying flower of the Xhosa peoples,
‘slaves in our own land’. And when the Xhosa poet S. E. Krune
Mghayi paid a visit to Mandela’s school Healdtown wearing
traditional dress, he recited one of his dramatic poems based on
istbongt (praise-songs) in which he bestirred the students to cast
off ‘foreign notions’

Rolihlahla’s mother, Nonqaphi Nosekeni (Fanny after her
conversion to Methodism at Qunu), was the third wife of four
of Gadla Henry Mpakhanyiswa, the tall, stern headman of

the Mvezo area, counsellor to Thembuland’s paramount chief
David Dalindyebo. A descendant of a minor house (Ixhiba) of
the royal lineage of the Thembus, within a polygamous system
in which birth-order translated into status, Gadla Henry was
not permitted to hold high office, but none the less was granted
privilege by occupying the position of counsellor. Mandela, too,
though his father’s fourth son, seems to have been preferred
due to his mother’s favoured status. His sense of entitlement as a
royal, though a minor one, and his mother’s first-born (followed
by three sisters), early on bequeathed to him the conviction that
he, too, was headed for the role of chief’s advisor. This profound
sense that ‘roots were ... destiny’ would remain with him for
many years before he was able to stand back and view it more
critically.

When the young Mandela was around two years old, a local
white magistrate charged Gadla Henry with insubordination
for having disregarded his orders. Already at this point a white
grid of authority tightly enmeshed the indigenous structures of
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Transkei power. Gadla Henry was dismissed as headman and,
losing income as well as status, was forced to move Nosekeni’s
branch of the family to Qunu village, located on the motorway
from Durban to the Cape, where Mandela’s retirement house now
stands.

At Qunu, the young Mandela was singled out by the influential,
Westernized Mbekela brothers as a bright child with good
prospects. He was baptized a Methodist and, aged eight, sent

to the village school. He attended wearing a cut-off pair of his
father’s trousers, his first garment of this kind, and experienced

all at once the aura that comes with wearing the right costume:
‘being dressed properly’. This was later confirmed in his favourite
household task of pressing his guardian’s suits. Although at this
point he spoke no English, his teacher Miss Mdingane gave him
his for-whites-pronounceable ‘English’ name, Nelson - a Christian
name being a customary tag for Africans in colonial society, while
also of course serving as a marker of their belief. Outside the
classroom he enjoyed a carefree pastoral childhood of herding,
outdoor games, and fireside tales. In these years he laid down

an appreciation of ‘the veldt, the great open spaces, the simple
beauty of nature, and the pure line of the horizon), images that
would sustain him in prison. These words, written in a letter to
his friend Frieda Matthews, surface in almost the same form in his
autobiography.

In 1927 Mandela’s father died of a lung disease, probably
tuberculosis, having not long before entrusted his promising
youngest son to the Thembu regent Jongintaba Dalindyebo’s
house to be further educated and ‘prepared for a wide world’
Feeling ‘cut adrift] at once awestruck and bewildered, Mandela
carrying a tin trunk accompanied his mother to Mqhekezweni,
Jongintaba’s impressive ‘Great Place), a large compound
comprising African huts and Western-style houses. Here, without
undue fuss, she handed him over to the care of the man who
would from then on, for over a decade, act as his guardian and
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the shaper of his aspirations. Thereafter her son would see her
only infrequently, something that Mandela later regretted and
mourned.

The boy Nelson quickly developed a close bond with his guardian’s
extrovert, slightly older son, Justice Bambilanga, and joined

with him in his activities - churchgoing, ballroom dancing, and
reading the Chambers English Reader at school. Yet, despite the
stimulation that this ‘sophisticated’, prosperous new homestead
with its wooden floorboards and Jongintaba’s ‘majestic’ Ford

V8 car offered, Nelson would always experience a keen sense of
abandonment, often translated when in a group into an air of lofty
distance, a shield against expressing grief. He had within only a
few weeks lost his two closest family ties, his mother and father,
and though he was known during these years as a prankster,

some of the teases involved petty theft (corn, pigs, cattle) and
bed-hopping forced by bed-wetting, which suggests a certain level
of insecurity. He fitted the mould of a late developer - serious,
uncertain, mindful to a fault of his mentor’s injunctions. Surely yet
quite slowly he developed confidence at school.

Among his most formative experiences at the Great Place was the
opportunity he had to observe customary consensual democracy
at work, in the form of Jongintaba’s on-the-job chieftaincy.
Nelson watched how the all-male, open-air tribal meetings were
conducted: the enactment of fellowship through discussion;
Jongintaba’s attentive listening to the chiefs’ cases; his attempts
at the end of the meeting to forge unanimity. This spectacle of
working towards consensus had, according to Long Walk to
Freedom, a shaping effect on Mandela’s later style of leadership.
The claim is plausible to a degree. At this stage, it is important
to remember, Mandela had as yet had little or no contact with
the world of white authority whereas, by contrast, the manner in
which his guardian disposed of his power had till now entirely
determined his view of the world.
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Any retrospective construction, as in Long Walk to Freedom and
the biographies based on it, is subject to a certain amount of
allegorical inflation, especially at a time, the mid-1990s, when
the ideal of African social harmony carried particular symbolic
resonance. It is evident that Mandela’s respect for liberal or what
he calls ‘ordinary democracy’ has at many points in his career
been equally as strong as, if not stronger than, his allegiance to
consensual decision-making, or susceptibility to the powerful
mythic imagery of pre-colonial village democracy. However,
what the autobiographical account does make clear is that the
longwinded yet wisely choreographed meetings in the chief’s

courtyard represented an important lesson for the young Mandela

in how agreement between competing views might be achieved:
how patrimonial loyalties and clan obligations might be weighed
against one another. While in an ordinary democracy the will

of the majority was asserted, in this traditional situation all
constituencies were heard and the leader paid heed to all. Yet this
did not mean that the two different modes could not be made to
co-operate. Notwithstanding the absence of women, the tribal
meeting represented a relatively pure dramatization, according
to Mandela, of the traditional African ideal of ubuntu — mutual
responsibility and community - at work, to which apartheid’s
exclusions stood in diametrical opposition.

Schooling

In early 1934, when Mandela was 16, his guardian arranged

an initiation school for his son Justice, which included a group
of other adolescent boys, among them his ward. Initiation for
Xhosa youths at this time meant a retreat into the country with
fellow initiates for a three-week period, circumcision, the giving
of a new name (for Mandela, Dalibhunga, ‘the founder of the
ruling body’), the burning of old garments, and the wearing

of an all-body white-clay mask. Mandela’s autobiographical
account of this period, which grew in importance to him with
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time, oscillates between the dreams of a future of wealth and
status which the experience triggered, and of a nagging sense
of inadequacy, of not yet being ‘a man’ despite being officially
nominated as such.

Not long after the initiation, Jongintaba sent Mandela to
Clarkebury Boarding Institute, a co-educational Methodist
secondary school built on land given to the church by their
ancestor King Ngubengcuka some hundred years before.

As was the case throughout colonial Africa, mission schools
like Clarkebury formed one of the primary agents of colonial
expansion, often driven by universalist Christian (sometimes
Social Darwinist) ideas concerning the degrees of civilization
and possible redemption attainable by different peoples

or races. However, there were among them more liberal,
independent-minded institutions, including within the
Methodist missionary service influential in the Transkei, where
emphasis was laid on salvation as contingent upon dedication and
hard work.

At Clarkebury, Mandela soon discovered that any claim he might
make to special status as a lesser royal would be given short shrift,
as many fellow students, equally well connected, regarded him as
a country yokel, barely able to walk about in shoes. Presided over
by the severe Reverend Cecil Harris, the school’s regime was strict,
even militaristic, yet generally fair. Mandela was given a single
special privilege as the regent’s ward: instead of the usual manual
outdoor duties expected of students, he was allowed to tend the
Harrises’ garden. Here, as well as discovering his lifelong love of
raising plants, he opened a unique window onto the private life of
a white person, and this almost immediately after meeting them:
arare insight for a black South African youth at this time. Relying
on his exceptionally retentive memory, Mandela at Clarkebury
obtained his ‘middle school’ diploma or Junior Certificate in two
rather than the usual three years.
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3. Mandela in his first suit, self-consciously looking away from the
camera, readying himself for new educational pastures. In 2005, he
observed that he was at the time also wearing heavy new boots in which
he clunked about like a country yokel



Nelson Mandela

In 1937 Mandela moved on to Healdtown College, a Methodist
senior school, where he matriculated. The school was built close to
Fort Beaufort, one of the important British outposts in the Xhosa
wars. To reach it, travelling by car, train, and on foot, Mandela for
the first time crossed the great Kei River, a key frontier in those
same wars. The land was laden with reminders, to quote the poet
Mqghayi (whom he was soon to meet), of how the ‘metal wire’ of
Europe had strangled and overwhelmed the ‘assegai’ of African
strength and pride.

At Healdtown, Xhosa youths like Mandela, as well as a proportion
of students from neighbouring communities or tribes, were
trained to become ‘black Englishmen’ (his own phrase), once
again following an austere Victorian regime that inculcated
self-restraint and hard work. Their first bell was at 6.00 a.m.,
lights-out at 9.30 p.m.: their diet comprised bread, maize starch,
and water. Yet Mandela took relatively easily to this discipline
and found that maintaining it helped him imbibe more effectively
what he was taught. In later years he would declare himself
always still an Anglophile, a lifelong admirer of English political
institutions and manners.

He continued as at Clarkebury to enjoy sports of different kinds,
excelling in particular at long-distance running, which afforded
him, he said, a stimulating ‘discipline and solitariness’, to the
extent that he continued this sport into his university years.

As will be evident from his story so far, the self-mastery that
Mandela had acquired in order to deal with his personal losses
was strongly underpinned within the strict institutional contexts
of his boarding schools. By the time he was ready to become a
political leader, the qualities of self-discipline, perseverance, and
dedication had come to seem to him not only second-nature, but
inalienable attributes for anyone in authority.

Intent on ‘grooming’ Mandela ‘for success in the world,,
Jongintaba in 1939 obtained a scholarship from the Transkei
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authorities for his ward to continue his studies at the University
of Fort Hare, at this time the most prestigious tertiary educational
institution for black Africans south of the equator. Although

his cousin Justice had until now preceded him up the school
ladder, Mandela would from here on outstrip him. He arrived at
university wearing a wristwatch and a new three-piece suit with
wide lapels, bought for him by his guardian (Figure 3). Although
arecent interview gives an earlier date for the photograph in
which he sports these new clothes, the suit even so represented
his simultaneous introduction to the seductions of Western
dress - presenting himself as a ‘black Englishman’ - and to

the most stimulating intellectual environment he had yet
encountered.

Fort Hare had opened in 1916 as Native Central College, built

on land donated by the Methodist mission of Lovedale. Only

two decades on, it had, under the disciplinarian directorship of
Dr Alexander Kerr, become a premier training ground for the tiny
black South African middle class. Still a Xhosa at heart, Mandela
was now thrust into a vibrant intercultural social network,
comprising the representatives of southern Africa’s leading black
families (the Jabavus and Bokwes), and the gifted sons of poorer,
less fortunate communities, like Oliver Tambo. Together, they
prefigured the diverse black South African nation of the future.

Mandela set out to study towards a combined BA degree in his
now-chosen career of native administration, taking such subjects
as history, anthropology, and law from some of the leading African
scholars of the day, including Professors Z. K. Matthews and

D. D. T. Jabavu. He and his cohort were strongly motivated by
their sense of their special status as an elite who, in the words of
Z. K, would achieve success ‘through hard work and moderation’,
as the African American Booker T. Washington had advised. By
and large, however, their pride in themselves was not expressed
politically. Indeed, their position in many ways depended on their
still-uncritical support for the status quo. With the beginning of
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the Second World War, the students declared themselves ‘ardent’
Allied supporters, applauding the one-time Boer general Jan
Smuts, the guest speaker at the University’s 1940 graduation
ceremony, for his efforts in taking South Africa into the war.

By contrast, the ANC was an organization ‘vaguely heard of’,
seemingly lost in the past, though Z. K., an ANC activist, had
protested against the Cape Province’s abrogation of the black
vote. Despite the fact that Mandela in these years experienced his
first openly racial incidents, and befriended people from various
different backgrounds, nationalist and moderate, at this point
strongly expressed political associations made him feel profoundly
confused.

Towards the end of his second year at Fort Hare, a conflict broke
out between students and staff on the grounds of the ill treatment
of a canteen worker, exacerbated by an earlier protest over food.
This development, which abruptly ended the first phase of
Mandela’s university career, eventually proved a milestone on the
road towards his politicization. The sequence of what actually
transpired differs between the various biographical accounts.
Despite the claims to the contrary in his autobiography, on
balance it seems the case that Mandela was not part of the student
council that called for an SRC election boycott in response to the
canteen incident. Instead, already elected to the council by a small
minority, he followed a more lonely road of protest by refusing to
take up his position, which prompted Kerr to suspend him. With
this setback if anything steeling his determination, he returned
home to face a furious Jongintaba, who insisted he go back to
complete his degree.

A prolonged stand-off between regent and ward was avoided by

a second hammer-blow decision that may or may not have been
sparked by the first. Jongintaba, a traditional patriarch at heart,
that summer arranged marriages for both Justice and his ward,
going so far as to pay lobola (bride price) for the two women
concerned. In spite of all he knew he owed his guardian, Mandela,
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together with his cousin, decided that he could not comply with

a tradition imposed without consultation. Within only a few days
the two young men took steps to escape to the space of black
opportunity that was Johannesburg, the burgeoning former
mining town, so embarking on the big-city pilgrimage already
traced by many of their compatriots, black and white. In the
period 1936-46, when the two made their journey, Johannesburg’s
black population, encouraged by the relaxed influx controls of the
war period, increased by tens of thousands.

Under Jongintaba’s suspicious eye, the two young men organized
their escape in secret, forced to sell his oxen to raise money for
their rail fare, and to bluster their way through pass controls.
(Passes were ID-type documents regulating black movement
around the country: at this point black men alone were required
to carry them.) On the final leg of their trip, they were driven

in the car of a white contact and, that night, confronted the
revelation of massed electric light that was Johannesburg.
Although this seemed like the fulfilment of a long journey, in
reality, Mandela wrote, it was ‘the very beginning of a much longer
and more trying one’. Yet, aside from his sense of indebtedness

to his guardian, this step into a new future was one that he felt
more than ready to take. No doubt acting from the feeling of
detachment from established loyalties that the early disintegration
of his family home had bequeathed, and from his belief in his

own capacity to master self and destiny, Mandela appears to have
been prepared to sever his lineage obligations virtually overnight.
He was keen boldly to step forward as a modern subject, open to
the independent new ways of fashioning an identity that the city
offered.

The woman who gave the two young men the paid-for lift from
Queenstown to Johannesburg that would change their lives

was one of the first white people, other than teachers and their
wives, to whom Mandela had ever talked at any length. In closing
this section tracking his transition into young adulthood, it is
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