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 “‘Sport has the power to change the world’: The Nelson Mandela Archive”  

Razia Saleh  

“Sport has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire, it has the 

power to unite people in a way that little else does.”  

NELSON MANDELA, 25 May 2000 (Monte Carlo)  

   

In preparing for this paper, I looked at various Mandela quotes, and came across 

over a dozen on sport. However, the most frequently quoted and widely used 

quote is the one above. Sport undoubtedly had a special place in Mandela’s 

heart. The discipline, the routine exercising, the physical and mental challenge 

appealed to his nature. In a letter to his grandchild Dumani he encourages 

participating in sports: “taking part in sports like running, swimming and tennis will 

keep you healthy, strong and bright.”  

 

This presentation will begin with a brief overview of the Nelson Mandela 

Foundation and the Centre of Memory and then focus on the work of archives in 

dealing with Mandela’s legacy in contemporary South Africa. Interwoven in all of 

this will be role and place of sport in Mandela’s life.  

 

Mandela was 75 years old when in May 1994 he became President of South 

Africa. Given his age he was reluctant to take up this position but when 

persuaded, agreed on condition that he will only serve one term. Therefore in 

June 1999 at the end of his term he did not stand for re-election. Soon thereafter, 

it was realised that although he was no longer President of South Africa he was 

still quite active undertaking a whole range of activities, and needed a support. 

Thus the Nelson Mandela Foundation was established as his post-presidential 

office, and for the next 5 years its role and function supported Mandela’s various 

interests and charitable endeavours.  

 

In 2004 Mandela, just before his 86th birthday, announced that he was “retiring 

from retirement” and wished to spend time for himself, and with his family and 

friends. The Foundation then underwent a period in which it changed focus from 

being solely Mandela’s post-presidential office to propagating his legacy through 
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memory, dialogue and legacy work, and to continue supporting Mandela’s 

considerably scaled down appointments.  

 

The physical space was also reconfigured to more appropriately accommodate 

these changes and was renamed the Nelson Mandela Centre of Memory. The 

principles guiding the Nelson Mandela Foundation are:  

·       The creation, establishment, protection and preservation of a Centre of 

Memory about Mr Mandela, which contains an archive of the life and times, 

works and writings of the Founder  

·       Convening dialogue around critical social issues, including particular 

issues regarding human rights and democracy, in order to contribute to a 

just society  

·       The promotion of, or engaging in, philosophical activities, including 

discussion regarding issues pertaining to human rights and democracy  

·       The raising of funds in furtherance of the Trust’s objectives  

·       The provision of support services to or the promotion of the common 

interests of public benefit organisations  

 

Mandela’s life spanned nine and a half decades. He was born in 1918 when 

South Africa was under British colonial rule. Political and economic power was 

exercised by the settler Boer and British population, and African labour was 

exploited in the mines, farms and factories. The African National Congress (ANC) 

was formed in 1912 to fight against this exclusion and discrimination, and 

Mandela joined it in 1944, and 4 years later apartheid was introduced when the 

National Party came into power.  

 

He was arrested in August 1962, and spent the next twenty-seven and a half 

years in apartheid jails. In prison Mandela began initiating talks with the Apartheid 

government in the mid-1980s, and it was partially due to this (and various other 

factors) that by 1990 the ANC and other organisations were unbanned and 

Mandela was freed on 11 February.  

 

On 5 December 2013 Nelson Mandela passed away at his home in 

Johannesburg, situated not far from the Nelson Mandela Centre of Memory. 
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Three weeks prior to his death, the NMF had officially opened a permanent 

exhibition on the Life and Times of Nelson Mandela which includes his post-

presidential office as it was used, his Nobel Peace Prize medallion, and various 

manuscripts, artefacts, sound and video recordings.  

 


