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Nelson Mandela, the ‘ black pim pernel’ 
of South Africa, is on trial in Pretoria 
with eight others on charges of attempt
ing a revolution by violence. The alleged 
offences are punishable by death. Last 
week he appeared in the witness-box for 
four-and-a-half hours to explain his stand. 
He admitted that he had organised sabo
tage. He explained why he had turned to 
violence - and what kind of South Africa 
he was prepared to die for. This is an 
abridged version of the historic speech, 

which could be his last.

I AM  the first accused. I hold a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Arts and 

practised as an attorney in Johan
nesburg for a number of years in 
partnership with Oliver Tambo. I am 
a convicted prisoner serving five years 
for leaving the country without a permit 
and for inciting people to go on strike 
at the end of May, 1961.

At the outset, I want to say that the 
suggestion made by the State in its open
ing that the struggle in South Africa is 
under the influence o f foreigners or Com
munists is wholly incorrect. I have done 
whatever I did, both as an individual and 
as a leader of my people, because of my 
experience in South Africa and my own 
proudly felt African background.

In my youth in the Transkei I listened 
to the elders o f my tribe telling stories 
of the old days. Among the tales they 
related to me were those o f wars fought 
by our ancestors in defence o f the father- 
land. The names o f Dingane and 
Bambata, Hintsa and Makana, Squngthi 
and Dalasile, Moshoeshoe and Sekhuk- 
huni, were praised' as the glory of the 
entire African nation. I hoped then that 
life might offer me the opportunity to 
serve my people and make my own 
humble contribution to their freedom 
struggle. This is what has motivated me 
in all that 1 have done.

Some of the things so far told to the 
court are true and some are untrue. I 
do not, however, deny that I planned 
sabotage. I did not plan it in a spirit 
of recklessness, nor because I have any 
love o f violence. I planned it as a result 
of a calm and sober assessment o f the 
political situation that had arisen after 
many years of tyranny, exploitation and 
oppression of my people by the whites.

1 admit immediately that I was one of 
the persons who helped to form Umkonto 
We Sizwe (The Spear o f the Nation— the 
main sabotage movement in South 
Africa), and that 1 played a prominent 
role in its affairs until 1 was arrested in 
August, 1962.

I, and the others who started the 
organisation, did so for two reasons. 
Firstly, we believed that as a result of 
Government policy, violence by the Afri
can people had become inevitable, and 
that unless responsible leadership was 
given to canalise and control the feelings 
o f our people, there would be outbreaks 
o f terrorism which would produce an 
intensity o f bitterness and hostility be
tween the various races of this country 
which is not produced even by war 
Secondly, we felt that without violence 
there would be no way open to the 
African people to succeed in their struggle 
against the principle of white supremacy.

B  UT the violence we chose to adopt was 
not terrorism. We who formed Umkonto 
were all members of the African National 
Congress, and had behind us the A.N.C. 
tradition of non-violence and negotiation 
as a means o f solving political disputes.

Our problem was not whether to fight 
but was how to continue the fight. We 
o f the A.N.C. had always stood for a 
non-racial democracy, and we shrank 
from any action which might drive the 
races farther apart than they already 
were. But the hard facts were that 50 
years of non-violence had brought the 
African people nothing but more and 
more repressive legislation, and fewer 
and fewer rights.

It may not be easy for this court to 
understand, but it is a fact that for a long 
time the people had been talking of 
violence—o f the day when they would 
fight the white man and win back their 
country, and we, the leaders of the A.N-.C., 
had nevertheless always prevailed upon 
them to avoid violence and to pursue 
peaceful methods. When some of us dis
cussed this in May and June o f 1961, it 
could not be denied that our policy to 
achieve a non-racial State by non-violence 
had achieved nothing, and that our 
followers were beginning to lose confid
ence in this policy and were developing 
disturbing ideas o f terrorism.

It must not be forgotten that by this 
time violence had, in fact, become a

feature of the South African political 
scene. How many more Sharpevllles 
would there be in the history of our 
country? And how many more Sharpe- 
villes could the country stand without 
violence and terror becoming the order of 
the day?

At the beginning of June, 1961, after 
a long and anxious assessment o f the 
South African situation, I, and some col
leagues, came to the conclusion that as 
violence in this country was inevitable, it 
would be unrealistic and wrong for 
African leaders to continue preaching 
peace and non-violence at a time when 
the Government met our peaceful 
demands with force.

Umkonto was formed in November, 
1961. Umkonto was to perform sabo
tage, and strict instructions were given to 
its members right from the start that on 
no account were they to injure or kill 
people in planning or carrying out 
operations.

The fight which held out the best pros
pects for us and the least risk o f life to 
both sides was guerrilla warfare. (Man
dela here describes how in 1962 he went 
to seek support in Africa and Britain^

I started to make * study o f  the art of 
war and revolution and, whilst abroad, 
underwent a course in military training. 
If there was to be guerrilla warfare, I 
wanted to be able to stand and fight with 
my people and to share the hazards of 
war with them.

| APPROACHED this question as every 
African Nationalist should do. I was 
completely objective. The court will see 
that I attempted to examine all types of 
authority on the subject— from the East 
and from the West, going back to the 
classic work o f Clausewitz, and covering 
such a variety as Mao Tse-tung and Che 
Guevara on the one hand, and the writ
ings on the Anglo-Boer War on the 
other.

Another of the allegations made by the 
State is that the aims and objects o f the 
A.N.C. and the Communist Party are the 
same. The allegation as to the A.N.C. 
is false.

The ideological creed o f the A.N.C. is, 
and always has been, the creed of African 
nationalism. It is not the concept of 
African nationalism expressed in the cry, 
“  Drive the white man into the sea.” The 
African nationalism for which the A.N.C.

stands is the concept of freedom and ful
filment for the African people in their 
own land.

It is true that there has often been close 
co-operation between the A.N.C. and the 
Communist Party. But co-operation is 
merely proof o f a common goal— in this 
case the removal of white supremacy—  
and is not proof o f a complete com 
munity o f interests.

| T is perhaps difficult for white South 
Africans, with an ingrained prejudice 
against Communism, to understand why 
experienced African politicians so readily 
accept Communists as their friends. But 
to us the reason is obvious. Theoretical 
differences amongst those fighting against 
oppression is a luxury we cannot afford 
at this stage. What is more, for many 
decades Communists were the only politi
cal group in South Africa who were 
prepared to treat Africans as human be
ings and their equals ; who were prepared 
to eat with u s; talk with us, live with us 
and work with us. They were the only 

,political group which was prepared to 
work with the Africans for the attainment 
o f political rights and a stake in society. 
Because o f this, there are many Africans 
who, today, tend to equate freedom with 
Communism.

It is not only in internal politics that 
we count Communists as amongst those 
who support our cause. Although there 
is a universal condemnation of apartheid, 
the Communist bloc speaks out against 
it with a louder voice than most o f the 
white world.

I turn now to my own position. I have 
denied that I am a Communist, and I 
think that in the circumstances I am 
obliged to state exactly what my political 
beliefs arc.

I have always regarded myself, in the 
first place, as an African patriot. After 
all, l was born in Umtata 46 years ago. 
My guardian was my cousin, who was 
the aoting paramount chief o f Tembu- 
land, and I am related both to the present 
paramount chief of Tembuland, Sabata 
Dalinyebo, and to Kaizer Matanzima, the 
Chief Minister o f the Transkei.

It is true, as I have already stated, 
that I have been influenced by Marxist 
thought. But this is also true o f many 
o f the leaders of the new independent 
States. Such widely different persons as 
Gandhi, Nehru, Nkrumah and Nasser 
all acknowledge this fact. We all accept

the need for some form of Socialism to 
enable our people to catch up with the 
advanced countries o f this world and to 
overcome their legacy of extreme poverty. 
But this does not mean we are Marxists.

Indeed, for my own part, I believe 
that it is open to debate whether the 
Communist Party has any specific role to 
play at this particular stage of our poli
tical struggle. The basic task at the 
present moment is the removal of race 
discrimination and the attainment of 
democratic rights on the basis of the 
Freedom Charter. In so far as that party 
furthers this task, I welcome its assis
tance. I realise that it is one of the 
means by which people of all races can 
be drawn into our struggle.

From my reading o f Marxist literature 
and from conversations with Marxists, I 
have gained the impression that Com 
munists regard the parliamentary system 
o f the West as undemocratic and 
reactionary. But, on the contrary, I am 
an admirer o f  such a system.

r H E  Magna Charta, the Petition of 
Rights and the Bill o f Rights are docu
ments which are held in veneration by 
democrats throughout the world.

I have great respect for British political 
institutions, and for the country’s system 
o f justice. I regard tftte British Parlia
ment as the most democratic institoition
in the world, and the independent nnd 
impartiality of its judiciary never fail to 
arouse my admiration.

I have been influenced in my thinking 
by both West and East All this has led 
me to feel that I should tie myself to no 
particular system of society other than of 
Socialism. I must leave myself free to 
borrow the best from the West and from 
the East.

Basically, we fight against two features 
which are the hallmarks o f African life 
in South Africa and which are entrenched 
by legislation which we seek to have 
repealed. These features are poverty and 
lack o f human dignity.

South Africa is the richest country in 
Africa, and could be one of the richest 
countries in the world. But it is a land 
o f extremes and remarkable contrasts. 
The whites enjoy what may well be the 
highest standard o f  living in the world, 
whilst Africans live in poverty and misery.

The lack o f human dignity experienced 
by Africans is the direct result o f the

policy o f white supremacy. White 
supremacy implies black inferiority. 
Legislation designed to preserve white 
supremacy entrenches this notion.

Africans want to be paid a living wage. 
Africans want to perform work which 
they are capable o f doing, and not work 
which the Government declares them to 
be capable of. Africans want to be 
allowed to live where they obtain work, 
and not be endorsed out o f an area 
because they were not born there. Africans 
want to be allowed to own land in places 
where they work, and not to be obliged to 
live in rented houses which they can never 
call their own. Africans want to be part 
o f the general population, and not con
fined to living in their own ghettos.

Above all, we want equal political 
rights, because without thqm our disabili
ties will be permanent. I know this 
sounds revolutionary to the whites in this 
country, because the majority o f voters 
will be Africans. This makes the white 
man fear democracy.

But this fear cannot be allowed to stand 
in the way o f the only solution which 
will guarantee racial harmony and free
dom for all. It is not true that the 
enfranchisement o f all will result in racial 
domination. Political division, based on 
colour, is entirely artificial and, when it 
disappears, so will the domination o f one 
colour group by another.

This then is what the A.N.C. is fighting. 
Their struggle is a truly national one. It
is a struggle o f the African people, inspired 
by their own suffering and their own 
experience. It is a struggle for the right 
to live.

During my lifetime I have dedicated 
myself to this struggle o f the African 
people- I have fought against white 
domination, and I have fought against 
black domination. I have cherished the 
ideal o f a democratic and free society in 
which all persons live together in harmony 
and with equal opportunities. It is an 
ideal which I hope to live for and to 
see realised. But if needs be, my Lord, it 
is an ideal for which l am prepared to die.

*\ An urgent appeal fo r £ 10,000 to help 
provide legal fees for the defence o f 
Mr Nelson Mandela and his fellow* 
accused has been made by the Defence 
and Aid Fund, 2, Amen Court, E.C.4. 
British contributions to the legal de
fence have already topped £11,000. h  
is estimated that a total o f  £35,000 will 
be needed to cover the present trial and 
any subsequent appeals to higher courts
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