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IN JAIL, all prisoners are classified by the authorities as one of four categories: A, B, C, or D. A is the highest 

classification and confers the most privileges; D is the lowest and confers the least. All political prisoners, or 

what the authorities called "security prisoners," were automatically classified as D on admission. The privileges 

affected by these classifications included visits and letters, studies, and the opportunity to buy groceries and 

incidentals all of which are the lifeblood of any prisoner. It normally took years for a political prisoner to raise his 

status from D to C.  

We disdained the classification system. It was corrupt and demeaning, another way of repressing prisoners in 

general and political prisoners in particular. We demanded that all political prisoners be in one category. 

Although we criticized it, we could not ignore it: the classification system was an inflexible feature of prison life. 

If you protested that, as a D Group prisoner, you could receive only one letter every six months, the authorities 

would say, Improve your behavior, become a C Group prisoner, and you will be able to receive two letters every 

six months. If you complained that you did not receive enough food, the authorities would remind you that if you 

were in A Group, you would be able to receive money orders from the outside and purchase extra food at the 

prison canteen. Even a freedom fighter benefits from the ability to buy groceries and books.  

The classifications generally ran parallel to the length of one's sentence. If you were sentenced to eight years, you 

would generally be classified as D for the first two years, C for the next two, B for the following two, and A for 

the last two. But the prison authorities wielded the classification system as a weapon against political prisoners, 

threatening to lower our hard-won classifications in order to control our behavior.  

Though I had been in prison for nearly two years before I was taken to Robben Island, I was still in D Group 

when I arrived. While I de- sired the privileges that came with higher classifications, I refused to compromise my 

conduct. The fastest way to raise one's classification was to be docile and not complain. "Ag, Mandela, you are a 

troublemaker," the warders would say. "You will be in D Group for the rest of your life."  

As a D Group prisoner, I was entitled to have only one visitor, and to write and receive only one letter every six 

months. I found this one of the most inhumane restrictions of the prison system. Communication with one's 

family is a human right; it should not be restricted by the artificial gradations of a prison system. But it was one 

of the facts of prison life.  

Visits and letters were restricted to "first degree" relatives. This was a restriction we not only found irksome but 

racist. The African sense of immediate family is far different from that of the European or Westerner. Our family 

structures are larger and more inclusive; anyone who claims descent from a common ancestor is deemed part of 

the same family.  

In prison, the only thing worse than bad news about one's family is no news at all. It is always harder to cope with 

the disasters and tragedies one imagines than with the reality, however grim or disagreeable. A letter with ill 
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tidings was always preferable to no letter at all.  

But even this miserable restriction was abused by the authorities. The anticipation of mail was overwhelming. 

Mail call took place once a month, and sometimes six months would go by without a letter. To be allowed one 

letter in six months and then not to receive it is a great blow. One wonders: What has happened to my wife and 

children, to my mother and my sisters? When I did not receive a letter I felt as dry and barren as the Great Karroo 

desert. Often the authorities would withhold mail out of spite. I can remember warders saying, "Mandela, we 

have received a letter for you, but we cannot give it to you." No explanation of why, or who the letter was from. It 

required all my self-discipline not to explode at such times. Afterward, I would protest through the proper 

channels, and sometimes get it.  

When letters did arrive, they were cherished. A letter was like the summer rain that could make even the desert 

bloom. When I was handed a letter by the authorities, I would not rush forward and grab it as I felt like doing, but 

take it in a leisurely manner. Though I yearned to tear it open and read it on the spot, I would not give the 

authorities the satisfaction of seeing my eagerness, and I would return slowly to my cell as though I had many 

things to occupy me before opening a letter from my family.  

During the first few months, I received one letter from Winnie, but it was so heavily censored that not much more 

than the salutation was left. The island's censors would black out the offending passages in ink, but they later 

changed this when they realized we could wash away the ink and see what was underneath. They began to use 

razors to slice out whole paragraphs. Since most letters were written on both sides of a single piece of paper, the 

material on the other side would also be excised. They seemed to relish delivering letters in tatters. The 

censorship delayed the delivery of mail because warders, some of whom were not proficient in English, might 

take as long as a month to censor a letter. The letters we wrote were censored as well; they were often as cut up as 

the letters we received.  

--------------------------------------- 

It was during those long and lonely years that my hunger for the freedom of my own people became a hunger for 

the freedom of all people, white and black. I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated 

just as surely as the oppressed. A man who takes away another man's freedom is a prisoner of hatred, he is locked 

behind the bars of prejudice and narrow-mindedness. I am not truly free if I am taking away someone else's 

freedom, just as surely as I am not free when my freedom is taken from me. The oppressed and the oppressor 

alike are robbed of their humanity.  

When I walked out of prison that was my mission, to liberate the oppressed and the oppressor both. Some say that 

has now been achieved. But I know that that is not the case. The truth is that we are not yet free; we have merely 

achieved the freedom to be free, the right not to be oppressed. We have not taken the final step of our journey, but 

the first step on a longer and even more difficult road. For to be free is not merely to cast off one's chains, but to 

live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of others. The true test of our devotion to freedom is just 

beginning.   
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