
Americans are familiar with the institution of slavery in our country during the 19th century.  We’ve been educated on the cruelty that they faced in their daily lives as they endured beatings, malnutrition and separation from their loved ones.  This knowledge is, however, rarely taken to heart.  It is discarded as something that happened a long time ago, even though we struggled for equality through the Civil Rights movement less than 40 years ago.  Confined to their own worlds, Americans are not often educated on the legal segregation that faced the black population in South Africa that took place from 1948 to 1994.  This system was designed to prevent the black population of South Africa, which held the overwhelming majority, from seizing power from the ruling class of European decent.  South African blacks struggled under this system for decades, but very few translated that into change like Nelson Mandela did. The suffering he endured and influence he had in dismantling apartheid in South Africa, make him the prominent 20th century figure that I would most like to meet.

Nelson Mandela is known for being the first South African president elected in a fully democratic election.  To say that he was crucial in the dismantling of apartheid in South Africa is an understatement.  In the early 60’s, Mandela became the leader of the armed wing of the African National Congress (ANC), which was dedicated to equality in South Africa and the end of apartheid.  Though originally inspired by the peaceful protests of Ghandi, the ANC soon realized that these tactics would be ineffective against apartheid.  Soon after the formation of this group, on August 5th, 1962, Mandela was arrested and sent to prison where he would spend 27 years of his life.  My questions for him about this experience would not be about his continued involvement in the fight against apartheid, but how he spent his life in prison.  Nelson Mandela was a freedom fighter, standing up for what he believed him and standing up for his people.  At a young age, it is almost impossible to fathom spending nearly three decades falsely imprisoned.  Physical and mental adjustments had to have been made in order Mandela to stay motivated.  Observing Mandela’s strength of character in this time would certainly be motivational and inspiring.

It would have been easy for Nelson Mandela to simply curl up during his time in prison.  He had been treated unfairly throughout his entire life, and this is something that many people in South Africa had trouble dealing with.  Even today in America, we have trouble dealing with minor difficulties in our life.  Nelson Mandela did not let the negative that was his imprisonment affect his resolve. He instead turned it into a positive, changing the entire landscape of the lives of black’s in South Africa.  He kept in touch with the ANC while in jail, relaying messages of encouragement to keep fighting.  He used his situation to garner support for his cause and in the process contributed to the end of apartheid and the improvement of South African life. I believe that his ability to take his crutch and use it to change the world is an admirable part of his character, that should be emulated when trying to make a difference no matter where you go in life.

Quite possibly the most amazing thing about Mandela’s life was his presidency.  After being elected, he presided over a peaceful transition from an apartheid system to democracy.  Despite being exploited by the white race for most of his life, Mandela realized that it was time to move forward.  He did not harbor ill will and made the transition to democracy as smoothly as could have been expected.  I would want to ask him how could ignore what had happened for the betterment of his country, and if there were any white people along his journey that made this transition smoother.  It seems incredible that after years of suffering, someone could have the wisdom to provide peaceful transition into a new era.

