I am ready to die

South Africa is the richest country in Africa, and could be one of the richest countries in the world. But it is a
land of extremes and remarkable contrasts. The whites enjoy what may well be the highest standard of living in
the world, whilst Africans live in poverty and misery. Forty per cent of the Africans live in hopelessly
overcrowded and, in some cases, drought-stricken Reserves, where soil erosion and the overworking of the soil
makes it impossible for them to live properly off the land. Thirty per cent are laborers, labor tenants, and
squatters on white farms and work and live under conditions similar to those of the serfs of the Middle Ages.
The other 30 per cent live in towns where they have developed economic and social habits which bring them
closer in many respects to white standards. Yet most Africans, even in this group, are impoverished by low
incomes and high cost of living.

The complaint of Africans, however, is not only that they are poor and the whites are rich, but that the laws
which are made by the whites are designed to preserve this situation. There are two ways to break out of
poverty. The first is by formal education, and the second is by the worker acquiring a greater skill at his work
and thus higher wages. As far as Africans are concerned, both these avenues of advancement are deliberately
curtailed by legislation.

The present Government has always sought to hamper Africans in their search for education. One of their early
acts, after coming into power, was to stop subsidies for African school feeding. Many African children who
attended schools depended on this supplement to their diet. This was a cruel act.

The other main obstacle to the economic advancement of the African is the industrial color-bar under which all
the better jobs of industry are reserved for Whites only. The discrimination in the policy of successive South
African Governments towards African workers is demonstrated by the so-called 'civilized labor policy' under
which sheltered, unskilled Government jobs are found for those white workers who cannot make the grade in
industry, at wages which far exceed the earnings of the average African employee in industry.

The Government often answers its critics by saying that Africans in South Africa are economically better off
than the inhabitants of the other countries in Africa. I do not know whether this statement is true and doubt
whether any comparison can be made without having regard to the cost-of-living index in such countries. But
even if it is true, as far as the African people are concerned it is irrelevant. Our complaint is not that we are poor
by comparison with people in other countries, but that we are poor by comparison with the white people in our
own country, and that we are prevented by legislation from altering this imbalance.

The lack of human dignity experienced by Africans is the direct result of the policy of white supremacy. White
supremacy implies black inferiority. Legislation designed to preserve white supremacy entrenches this notion.
Menial tasks in South Africa are invariably performed by Africans. When anything has to be carried or cleaned
the white man will look around for an African to do it for him, whether the African is employed by him or not.
Because of this sort of attitude, whites tend to regard Africans as a separate breed..

Africans want to be paid a living wage. Africans want to perform work which they are capable of doing, and not
work which the Government declares them to be capable of. Africans want to be part of the general population,
and not confined to living in their own ghettoes. African men want to have their wives and children to live with
them where they work, and not be forced into an unnatural existence in men's hostels. Africans want a just share
in the whole of South Africa; they want security and a stake in society.

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

This then is what the ANC is fighting. Their struggle is a truly national one. It is a struggle of 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 of the African people. I have fought against white
domination, and I have fought against black domination. I have cherished the ideal of 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 achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am prepared to die.

Abridged from Nelson Mandela's statement from the dock at the opening of his defense in the 1964 trial.



