
10 Famous Africans 

 

1. Nelson Mandela (1918-2013) 

- Madiba & President of South Africa 

 

2. Desmond Tutu (1931- ) 

- Bishop, South Africa 

 

3. Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) 

Indian lawyer and anti-colonial nationalist, South Africa 

 

4. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (1977- ) 

- Author, Nigeria 

 

5. Trevor Noah (1984- ) 

- Comedian, South Africa 

 

6. Kofi Annan (1938- )  

- Secretary-General of United Nations, Ghana 

 

7. Wangari Maathai (1940-2011) 

- Kenyan environmentalist 

 

8. Dider Drogba (1978- ) 

- Footballer & social work activist, Cote de Ivoire 

 

9. Ibn Battuta (1304-1368/9) 

- Muslim Moroccan scholar and explorer 

 

10. Haile Selassie (1892-1975) 

– Emperor of Ethiopia  



Nelson Mandela 

Nelson Mandela was born in Transkei, 

South Africa on 18th July 1918. He 

demonstrated immense courage, patience 

and determination to free his country 

from apartheid. Mandela spent 27 years 

in prison before going on to become the 

President of South Africa.  

Mandela got involved in politics after the ‘National Party’ came to power in 

South Africa. They established the system of apartheid from 1948 

introducing racist laws. Mandela became part of the African National 

Congress and then in 1960 the organisation was banned. This led to the arrest 

of Mr. Mandela, after which he went underground and founded ‘Umkhonto we 

Sizwe’, the military part of the African National Congress. 

In 1962 Nelson Mandela went to Algeria for training. After he returned he 

was arrested and charged for leaving the country illegally. While in prison he 

was charged again with sabotage, and sentenced to life imprisonment. Mandela 

was held on Robben Island, an island off the coast of Cape Town. They were 

made to do hard labour. Mandela organized secret political education classes 

in the jail and it became a ‘centre of 

learning’. He greatly influenced the 

struggle against apartheid even during 

his stay in jail. Nelson Mandela was 

finally released on 11th February 1990. 

Meetings and discussions to end the 

apartheid system in South Africa went 

on between 1990 and 1993.  

On 10th May 1994, Nelson Mandela became the President of South Africa. He 

was the first President to be elected democratically in the history of South 

Africa. He was also the first black president of South Africa. Mandela 

emphasised reconciliation between the country's racial groups and introduced 

measures to encourage land reform, combat poverty and expand healthcare 

services. Mandela retired in June 1999 and went to live in Transkei, his 



birthplace. He became an elder 

statesman and focused on 

combating poverty and 

HIV/AIDS through the 

charitable Nelson Mandela 

Foundation. 

He died 5th December 2013 at 

the age of 95. South Africa 

observed a national mourning 

period of 10 days and during this 

time many memorial services 

were conducted across the 

country. He is also known by the 

honorary title Madiba in South 

Africa. Madiba is a term used       

for older people, particularly men.  

It is fitting for a man called the  

father of the South African    

nation.  

 

 

  

Quotes from Nelson Mandela: 

“Everyone can rise above their circumstances and 

achieve success if they are dedicated to and passionate 

about what they do.” 

“What counts in life is not the mere fact that we have 

lived. It is what difference we have made to the lives of 

others that will determine the significance of the life we 

lead.” 

“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can 

use to change the world.” 

“Do not judge me by my successes, judge me by how 

many times I fell down and got back up again.” 



Desmond Tutu 

Desmond Mpilo Tutu was born on 

7th October, 1931 in Klerksdorp, 

Transvaal, South Africa. A world-

famous Christian leader, Bishop 

Desmond Tutu was honoured with 

many awards, including the Nobel 

Peace Prize in 1984. 

Desmond Tutu studied at the Johannesburg Bantu High School. Before 

graduating from the University of South Africa in 1954, he took training for 

teaching from the Bantu Normal School in Pretoria. 

After teaching in high school for three years, Desmond Tutu went to England 

to pursue a Master’s course in Theology. He served on many respectable posts 

including the Dean of St. Mary’s Cathedral located in Johannesburg, Bishop of 

the country of Lesotho, and General Secretary of the South African Council 

of Churches. 

This famous theologian voiced his 

opinion fearlessly against apartheid 

and xenophobic violence in South 

Africa. He also criticized Robert 

Mugabe, the President of Zimbabwe 

for racist violence against white 

people. He also advocated free trade 

between developed and poor nations.  

A counsellor at ‘One Young World’, an 

organization trying to bring together 

1500 leaders of the morrow, Desmond 

Tutu holds immense faith in today’s 

youth. 

 

 

  

Quotes from Desmond Tutu: 

“Do your little bit of good where you are; it's those little 

bits of good put together that overwhelm the world.” 

“My humanity is bound up in yours, for we can only be 

human together.” 

“Without forgiveness, there's no future.” 



Mahatma Gandhi  

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (2nd October 1869 – 30th 

January 1948) was an Indian lawyer, anti-colonial 

nationalist and political ethicist who employed nonviolent 

resistance to lead the successful campaign for India's 

independence from British rule and in turn inspired 

movements for civil rights and freedom across the world. 

The honorific Mahātmā (Sanskrit: "great-souled", 

"venerable"), first applied to him in 1914 in South Africa, 

is now used throughout the world. 

Gandhi went to South Africa in April 1893 at the age of 

23 to be a lawyer on a specific case. Immediately upon 

arriving in South Africa, Gandhi faced discrimination because of his skin colour and 

heritage, like all people of colour. He was not allowed to sit with European passengers in 

the bus and told to sit on the floor near the driver, then beaten when he refused; 

elsewhere he was kicked into a gutter for daring to walk near a house. Indians were not 

allowed to walk on public footpaths in South Africa. Gandhi was kicked by a police 

officer out of the footpath onto the street without warning. He was thrown off a train 

at Pietermaritzburg after refusing to leave first-class. He sat in the train station, 

shivering all night and deciding if he should return to India or protest for his rights. He 

chose to protest and next day was allowed to board the train.  

After the case he was working on finished he chose to stay in South Africa to assist 

Indians in opposing a bill to deny them the right to vote. Gandhi's ideas of protests, 

persuasion skills and public relations had emerged. He took these back to India in 1915. 

Gandhi focused his attention on Indians 

while in South Africa. He initially was not 

interested in politics. This changed, 

however, after he was discriminated against 

and bullied. While in South Africa, Gandhi 

focused on racial persecution of Indians but 

ignored those of Africans. Years later, 

Gandhi and his colleagues served and helped 

Africans as nurses and by opposing racism. 

He spent 21 years in South Africa, where 

he developed his political views, ethics and 

politics. In the years after black South 

Africans gained the right to vote in South 

Africa (1994), Gandhi was proclaimed a 

national hero with numerous monuments.  

Quotes from Mahatma Gandhi: 

“An eye for eye only ends up making the whole 

world blind.” 

“Where there is love there is life.” 

“Earth provides enough to satisfy every man's 

needs, but not every man's greed.” 

“In a gentle way, you can shake the world.” 

“Action expresses priorities.” 

“Happiness is when what you think, what you 

say, and what you do are in harmony.” 

“The future depends on what we do in the 

present.” 



Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie is an author of 

novels, short stories 

and non-fiction. Born 

in Enugu, Nigeria in 

1977, Adichie was the 

fifth of six children in 

an Igbo family.  She 

grew up on the campus 

of the University of 

Nigeria, Nsukka, where her father was a Professor and her mother was the first 

female Registrar. The family lost almost everything during the Nigerian Civil War, 

including both maternal and paternal grandfathers. 

She studied medicine for a year at Nsukka and then age 19 left for the US to continue 

her education on a different path. She graduated from Eastern Connecticut State 

University with a degree in Communication and Political Science. In 2003, she 

completed a master's degree in creative writing at Johns Hopkins University. In 2008, 

she gained a master of arts degree in African studies from Yale University. 

Ngozi Adichie's original and initial 

inspiration came from Chinua 

Achebe. After reading his novel 

Things Fall Apart, at the age of 10; 

Adichie was inspired by seeing her 

own life represented in the pages. 

She writes from her own experience 

both about Nigeria and Nigerian 

culture as well as representing the 

relationships between men and 

women, parents and children, Africa 

and the United States. 

Adichie has written the novels Purple Hibiscus (2003), Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), and 

Americanah (2013), the short story collection The Thing Around Your Neck (2009), and 

the book-length essay We Should All Be Feminists (2014). Her most recent books are 

Dear Ijeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen Suggestions (2017), Zikora (2020) 

and Notes on Grief (2021). Her work has been translated into over thirty languages. 

She has also delivered two TED talks: The Danger of A Single Story in 2009 and We 

Should All Be Feminists in 2012.  

  

Quotes from Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: 

“My own definition is a feminist is a man or a woman 

who says, yes, there’s a problem with gender as it is 

today and we must fix it, we must do better. All of us, 

women and men, must do better.” 

“Many stories matter. Stories have been used to 

dispossess and to malign. But stories can also be used 

to empower, and to humanize. Stories can break the 

dignity of a people. But stories can also repair that 

broken dignity.” 



Trevor Noah  

Trevor Noah is a South 

African comedian, television 

host, writer, producer, political 

commentator, and actor. He 

now lives in the USA and is the 

host of The Daily Show. Born 

in Johannesburg, Noah began 

his career as a comedian, 

television host, and actor in South Africa in 2002. 

Trevor Noah was born on 20 February 1984 in Johannesburg, Gauteng, South Africa. 

His father, Robert, is Swiss-German, and his mother, Patricia Nombuyiselo Noah, is 

Xhosa. Noah's mother is a devout Christian and regular churchgoer. Under apartheid 

legislation, Noah's mother was classified as Black, and his father was classified as 

White. Noah himself was classified as Coloured. At the time of his birth, his parents' 

interracial relationship was illegal under apartheid law.  

Trevor was raised by his mother in the black township of Soweto. Growing up he 

experienced racism, poverty, domestic violence and divorce. For a time he lost contact 

with his father but later they were reunited.   

Noah speaks English, Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana, Tsonga, and some German. Noah's 

mixed-race ancestry, his experiences growing up in Soweto, and his observations about 

race and ethnicity are leading themes in his comedy. His book Born a Crime tells what it 

was like growing up under South African apartheid as a coloured from the Black culture. 

At school he was sometimes asked to 

choose between being Black or 

Coloured. 

As well as comedy shows and various 

TV appearances, Trevor Noah has also 

been in Black Panther, Coming 2 

America, and American Vandal. He has 

also won various awards including the 

MTV Africa Music Awards. 

In April 2018, he set up the Trevor 

Noah Foundation as a Johannesburg-

based non-profit organization that 

equips orphans and vulnerable youth 

with the education, life skills, and 

social capital necessary to pursue 

further opportunities.  

Quotes from Trevor Noah: 

“Being chosen is the greatest gift you can give to 

another human being.” 

“We tell people to follow their dreams, but you can only 

dream of what you can imagine, and, depending on 

where you come from, your imagination can be quite 

limited.” 

“Nelson Mandela once said, 'If you talk to a man in a 

language he understands, that goes to his head. If you 

talk to him in his language, that goes to his heart.' He 

was so right. When you make the effort to speak 

someone else's language, even if it's just basic phrases 

here and there, you are saying to them, 'I understand 

that you have a culture and identity that exists beyond 

me. I see you as a human being” 



Kofi Annan 

Kofi Annan was born in Kumasi, 

Ghana on 8th April 1938. He 

was the seventh Secretary-

General of United Nations and 

served two terms starting 

from 1st January 1997 to 1st 

January 2007.  

Mr. Annan is known for the 

reforms he brought about in 

the functioning of the UN.  

His priorities included: 

 Strengthening the operations carried out in the areas of security and 

peacekeeping. 

 Promoting the virtues of equality, human dignity and tolerance. 

 To reinstate people’s faith in the UN by forging ties with new partners in 

economic and cultural spheres. 

Kofi Annan influenced world politics positively and tried to resolve conflicts between 

different nations in a peaceful manner. During the invasion of Iraq in 2003, he did not 

permit the US and UK to go ahead without the consent of UN. The transfer of power 

from African Union peacekeeping mission to the UN took place peacefully in Sudan; Mr. 

Annan played a vital role in this process of peaceful transition. 

Addressing the HIV/AIDS pandemic 

was top of his priority list and he 

proposed to set up a ‘Global AIDS and 

Health Fund’. This was an attempt to 

increase the funding to battle the 

illnesses. He also tried to work in the 

area of empowering women in 

collaboration with a few Arab and 

Muslim nations. On 10th December 

2001, Kofi Annan was awarded the 

Nobel Peace Prize. 

In his farewell address on 31st 

December 2006, Mr. Annan shared his 

views regarding the unjust world 

economic policies, violence in Middle East & Africa and the issue of human rights.  

Quotes from Kofi Annan: 

“Gender equality is more than a goal in itself. It is a 

precondition for meeting the challenge of reducing 

poverty, promoting sustainable development and 

building good governance.” 

“Sometimes I walk into a situation and know someone 

is going to provoke me, and I just simply refuse to be 

provoked.” 

“Education is a human right with immense power to 

transform. On its foundation rest the cornerstones of 

freedom, democracy and sustainable human 

development.” 



Wangari Maathai  

A famous environmentalist from 

Kenya, Wangari Maathai is the 

first woman from the region of 

East and Central Africa to have 

attained a doctorate. Wangari 

Maathai led a life full of 

struggle. Well-known for the 

“Green Belt Movement”, she has 

inspired many people the world 

over to take up the cause of 

afforestation. 

Wangari Maathai was born on 1st April, 1940 in a Kikuyu family, an ethnic group in 

Kenya and came from the Ihithe village of Nyeri District. She went to school at St. 

Cecilia’s Intermediate Primary School. After completing graduation from the Loreto 

High school in Limuru, Maathai received a scholarship for studying at Mount St. 

Scholastica College in Kansas, USA. Biology was her major subject for graduation. 

She went on to pursue a Master’s degree in biology at the University of Pittsburgh.  

Even though Maathai worked hard and achieved so much, when she went home to 

Kenya she found it hard to get a job as a woman. But she was determined and finally 

got employed as a research assistant at the School of Veterinary Medicine in 

Nairobi. In 1971 Wangari Maathai became the first woman from East Africa to 

attain a Doctorate in Anatomy. 

Dr. Maathai worked with organizations like Red Cross, United Nations Environment 

Programme and National Council of Women of Kenya. In 1977 she began the Green 

Belt Movement. Its main objective was to preserve native plant species by creating 

nurseries. The nurseries were also to provide income to women and their families. 

She was often referred to as a 

crazy woman who opposed 

developmental activities; however, it 

didn’t deter her from pursuing her 

battle of saving trees. Once she was 

attacked during a tree plantation 

program. In 2004 Dr. Maathai was 

awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. She 

passed away on 25th September 

2011.  

Quotes from Dr Wangari Maathai: 

“There are opportunities even in the most difficult 

moments.” 

“Human rights are not things that are put on the table 

for people to enjoy. These are things you fight for and 

then you protect.” 

“I’m very conscious of the fact that you can’t do it 

alone. It’s teamwork. When you do it alone you run the 

risk that when you are no longer there nobody else will 

do it.” 



Didier Drogba  

Didier Yves Drogba Tébily was born on 

11 March, 1978 in Abidjan, Ivory Coast. 

He was the captain of the national team 

of Republic of Côte d’Ivoire (Ivory 

Coast) from 2002-2014 with 105 caps. 

Drogba also played for the English 

football club, Chelsea. He is placed 4th 

in the all time list of highest goal 

scorers for Chelsea with 164 goals. 

Drogba is not just a football player. He 

is also very involved in social work 

programmes. On 24th January, 2007, he 

was appointed as a Goodwill Ambassador  

by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP). 

In 2006, Didier Drogba appealed to his 

countrymen, especially the combatants, to 

end violence by laying down arms. Surprisingly, the combatants responded 

positively and laid down their arms; the ceasefire brought an end to the civil 

war that had raged for five years. Drogba’s contribution to the peace process 

earned him a place in year 2010’s Time Magazine’s list of world’s 100 most 

influential people. 

The ‘Didier Drogba Foundation’, established in 2007, works in areas like 

healthcare and education for improving the quality of life of Africans. Drogba 

has donated his personal funds for the cause. He is one of the few celebrities 

in the world who work for the welfare of the impoverished and weaker 

sections of society. 

 

  

Quotes from Didier Drogba: 

“I have won many trophies in my time, but 

nothing will ever top helping win the 

battle for peace in my country.” 



Ibn Battuta 

Ibn Battuta was a Muslim Moroccan scholar and 

explorer who travelled extensively in Afro-Eurasia, 

largely in the lands of Dar al-Islam, travelling more than 

any other explorer in pre-modern history, totalling 

around 117,000 km, surpassing Zheng He with about 

50,000km and Marco Polo with 24,000km. Over a period 

of thirty years, Ibn Battuta visited most of southern 

Eurasia, including Central Asia, Southeast Asia, South 

Asia, China, and the Iberian Peninsula.  

Ibn Battuta was born into a family of Islamic legal scholars in Tangier, 

Morocco. He was born 24th February 1304, during the reign of the Marinid 

dynasty. His family belonged to a Berber tribe known as the Lawata. 

Near the end of his life, he dictated 

an account of his journeys, titled A 

Gift to Those Who Contemplate the 

Wonders of Cities and the Marvels of 

Travelling, but commonly known as 

The Rihla. There is no indication that 

Ibn Battuta made any notes or had 

any journal during his twenty-nine 

years of travelling. When he came to 

dictate an account of his experiences 

he had to rely on memory and 

manuscripts produced by earlier 

travellers. Some scholars do not 

believe that Ibn Battuta visited all the 

places he described and argue that in 

order to provide a good description of places in the Muslim world, he relied on 

hearsay evidence and made use of accounts by earlier travellers. Even if the 

Rihla is not fully based on what its author personally witnessed, it provides an 

important account of much of the 14th-century world. 

Little is known about Ibn Battuta's life after completion of his Rihla in 1355. 

He was appointed a judge in Morocco and died in 1368 or 1369.  

Itinerary 1325-1332 (North Africa, Iraq, Iran, the 

Arabian Peninsula, Somalia, Swahili Coast) 



Haile Selassie 

Haile Selassie I, born Tafari Makonnen on 23rd 

July 1892, was the Emperor of Ethiopia from 

1930 to 1974. Before his coronation, he had been 

the Regent Plenipotentiary of Ethiopia from 1916. 

He is a defining figure in modern Ethiopian 

history. He is also the key figure of Rastafari, a 

religious movement in Jamaica which emerged 

shortly after he became emperor in the 1930s.  

Haile Selassie tried to modernize the country 

through a series of political and social reforms, 

including the introduction of Ethiopia's first 

written constitution and the abolition of slavery. 

His internationalist views led to Ethiopia 

becoming a charter member of the United Nations. In 1963, he presided over 

the formation of the Organisation of African Unity, the precursor of the 

African Union, and served as its first chairman. Late during his regime, the 

Oromo language was banned from 

education, public speaking and use 

in administration. His regime was 

also criticized by human rights 

groups. In 1974 he was overthrown 

in a military coup. Selassie died on 

27th August 1975. 

The Rastafari movement was 

founded in Jamaica sometime 

around 1930 and its followers are 

estimated at more than one 

million. Among some members of 

the Rastafari movement, Haile 

Selassie is referred to as the 

returned messiah of the Bible, 

God incarnate. Haile Selassie 

though was a Christian and 

adhered to the tenets and liturgy 

of the Ethiopian Orthodox church. 

Quotes from Haile Selassie: 

"That until the philosophy which holds one race superior 

and another inferior is finally and permanently 

discredited and abandoned: That until there are no 

longer first-class and second class citizens of any nation; 

That until the colour of a man's skin is of no more 

significance than the colour of his eyes; That until the 

basic human rights are equally guaranteed to all 

without regard to race; That until that day, the dream 

of lasting peace and world citizenship and the rule of 

international morality will remain but a fleeting illusion, 

to be pursued but never attained." 

"Throughout history, it has been the inaction of those 

who could have acted; the indifference of those who 

should have known better; the silence of the voice of 

justice when it mattered most; that has made it possible 

for evil to triumph." 

"Always be yourself, express yourself, have faith in 

yourself, do not go out and look for a successful 

personality and duplicate it." 


