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My Topic: 

My research topic is the life and work of Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1931-2021), 
focused specifically on his time in Cape Town, the city where he did his most 
important work. 

 
My report focuses on three parts of Archbishop Tutu's story that all played out in 
Cape Town:  
 
• his winning of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984 
• his leadership in the Anti-Apartheid Movement as Archbishop of Cape Town 

from 1986 
• his role as Chairperson of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) from 

1995 to 1998, which held many of its hearings in the Western Cape. 
 

  
Portraits of Desmond Mpilo Tutu - 1 January 1999 

 

  



 

Why did I select this topic: 
I chose Archbishop Tutu because he has a personal connection to my family in 
Cape Town. I was born in South Africa before my family moved to Ireland, and my 
mother attended St Cyprian's School in Cape Town, which is an Anglican girls' 
private school very close to the city centre.  

Because Archbishop Tutu was the Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town from 1986 to 
1996, he was very involved with the school community. He was known for his 
warmth and engaging with students both in playful moments and moments of 
deep conversation. Tutu described the school as having achieved a "delicate 
balance" of excellence without elitism. 

My Mom met him on many occasions while she was growing up. From the stories 
she told, he seemed like a very charismatic, lovable yet powerful, morally strong 
character that it made him feel like a real person to me, not just a name in a 
textbook. 

What made me want to pick him for the CBA, though, was realising how much of 
his story is still visible if you walk through Cape Town today. His cathedral, St 
George's, is a five-minute walk from my Mom’s old school.  

In fact, the celebration of the school established in 1871, is held there every year 
too where the entire school marches through Cape Town down to St Georges 
Cathedral to a Church Service in Celebration of the school’s birthday. People line 
the avenue to see the procession. 

The City Hall balcony where Nelson Mandela gave his first speech as a free man 
on 11 February 1990 is in the same square.  

Bishopscourt, where Tutu lived and where Mandela actually spent his very first 
night out of prison, is a short drive away. So I'm not just researching a famous 
person - I'm researching a person whose life is mapped onto a city my family 
knows. 

As someone born in South Africa, I chose this topic to better understand the 
history of the country and the role individuals like Desmond Tutu played in 
shaping a more equal society. 

 



Which of the 5R’s (remembered, remarkable, resulting in change, revealing)  
is relevant to this topic: 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu's life and work meet every test of historical 
significance: he was noticed worldwide in his own lifetime, he is still publicly 
commemorated in the city where he lived, his ideas about reconciliation 
continue to influence how countries deal with violent pasts, his work helped 
change South Africa from apartheid to democracy, and his story reveals what life 
under apartheid was actually like. 
Remarkable  Tutu was noticed both at the time and afterwards, on a 

national and international level.  

He won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984, which gave him a global 
platform during the worst years of apartheid.  

In September 1986 he became the first Black man ever to be 
enthroned as Archbishop of Cape Town.  

On 13 September 1989 he led the Cape Town Defiance March of 
around 30,000 people from St George's Cathedral to City Hall, an 
event so huge that the apartheid government, for the first 
time, didn't shoot.  

When he died on 26 December 2021, world leaders sent tributes 
and his state funeral at St George's Cathedral on 1 January 2022 
was a global news event. 

Remembered Tutu is collectively remembered today, with commemorations on 
local, national and global levels.  

In Cape Town, St George's Cathedral still runs free public tours, 
and his ashes are interred there with a small marker visitors 
can see.  

Outside the cathedral stands "The Arch for the Arch", a 9-metre 
wooden archway unveiled on his 86th birthday on 7 October 
2017, made of 14 timber strips representing the 14 chapters of 
South Africa's Constitution. This title very much fit his sense of 
humour and him being so down to earth. He was known fondly 
by the people of Cape Town as “The Arch”. 

The Desmond and Leah Tutu Legacy Foundation, based in the Old 
Granary on Buitenkant Street, archives his sermons and papers 
and is open to the public.  

Internationally, he is still taught about in schools (including in 
my CBA), and his books are still in print. 



Resonant Tutu's work still has meaning and relevance today, and 
connects directly to modern issues.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission model he chaired has 
been studied and adapted by other countries dealing with 
violent pasts, including Rwanda after the genocide and 
Northern Ireland after the Troubles.  

His phrase "Rainbow Nation", first used in his speech on the 
City Hall steps in 1989, is still part of how South Africa 
describes itself.  

The Tutu Legacy Foundation runs leadership programmes for 
young South Africans today, teaching the values he stood for, 
especially reconciliation, dignity and human rights.  

These values all still matter when we look at racism, inequality 
and conflict around the world. 

Resulting in 
Change 

Tutu's actions had real consequences for the future and 
changed the course of South African history.  

His campaigning for international sanctions, organised partly 
from meetings with foreign diplomats at his Bishopscourt 
residence, helped put pressure on the apartheid government.  

He was central to the peaceful transition that ended apartheid, 
symbolised by Nelson Mandela spending his very first night of 
freedom on 11 February 1990 at Bishopscourt with the Tutus.  

As Chair of the TRC, he helped South Africa move from a 
divided, violent past to a democracy without descending into 
civil war, and his work shaped the new South African 
Constitution that the Arch for the Arch monument celebrates 
today. 

Revealing Tutu's story gives real insight into what life in apartheid-era 
South Africa was like.  

The fact that Bishopscourt, his official residence as Archbishop, 
was in a historically white-only neighbourhood where Black 
families weren't even allowed to visit without permits, reveals 
how deeply racial segregation was built into Cape Town itself. 

The way St George's Cathedral became "the People's Cathedral" 
(because the government banned political meetings but 
couldn't ban church services) shows how creative people had to 
be just to protest.  

And the lesson it teaches us today is the power of moral 
leadership and non-violent resistance. That one person, using 
words from a pulpit, can help change a whole country.  

 



How was Archbishop Desmond Tutu historically significant? 
Archbishop Tutu was historically significant for many reasons but I have chosen 
three of the biggest reasons to focus on, and Cape Town is at the centre of all of 
them. 

Anti-Apartheid Movement 

Apartheid was a system of racial segregation enforced by the South African 
government from 1948 until the early 1990s, where people were classified by race 
and Black and Coloured South Africans were denied basic rights. 

Firstly, Tutu was one of the most important voices of the Anti-Apartheid 
Movement at a time when other leaders were silenced. When he was enthroned 
at St George's Cathedral in September 1986, he was the first Black man ever to be 
Archbishop of Cape Town. This was already a symbolic blow against apartheid.  

From 1985 to 1989, when the government banned political meetings, Tutu used 
the rule that you couldn't ban church services, so St George's became known as 
"the People's Cathedral." Protests turned into funerals, funerals turned into 
services, and the cathedral became a loophole the regime couldn't close.  

On 13 September 1989, he led the Cape Town Defiance March of 30,000 people 
from the cathedral steps to City Hall, where he addressed the crowd from the 
balcony and called South Africans "the rainbow people of God" - the phrase that 
later became "Rainbow Nation." 

Nobel Peace Prize 

Second, his Nobel Peace Prize in 1984 brought international attention to 
apartheid at a crucial moment. The award gave him a global platform he used to 
push for sanctions. 

From his residence at Bishopscourt (a house in a historically white-only 
neighbourhood where, under apartheid, a Black family wouldn't even have been 
allowed to visit without permits) he met with foreign diplomats to coordinate 
the international pressure.  

When Mandela was released from prison on 11 February 1990, his very first night 
of freedom in 27 years was spent at Bishopscourt with the Tutus, which shows 
just how central Tutu had become to the transition. 

 
1984: Tutu poses with his Nobel peace prize along with the chairman of the Nobel committee,  Egil Aarvik, in Oslo 

 
  



Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

Thirdly, after apartheid ended, Tutu chaired the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, which was a brand new way of dealing with the crimes of a violent 
past.  

Instead of putting everyone on trial, the TRC let victims tell their stories publicly 
and offered amnesty to people who confessed honestly.  

Many of its most important hearings were held in Cape Town, and the model has 
since been studied and adapted by other countries recovering from conflict, 
including Rwanda and Northern Ireland.  

Today, the Desmond and Leah Tutu Legacy Foundation, run from the Old Granary 
on Buitenkant Street - a building that used to be a colonial-era women's prison - 
keeps that work alive.  

Tutu liked that a place built for cruelty had been turned into a place for repair. 

 
South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) held its main public hearings between April 1996 and June 1997 

Witnesses are giving evidence on acts of violence which occured during the apartheid era. 

Legacy - Ties to Cape Town 

His legacy is so tied to Cape Town that when he died on 26 December 2021, his 
funeral was held at St George's Cathedral and his ashes were interred there - 
back where the story really began.  

Just outside the cathedral stands "The Arch for the Arch", a wooden archway 
unveiled on his 86th birthday in 2017, made of 14 timber strips that each 
represent a chapter of South Africa's Constitution.  

Most heroes get a statue you look up at. Tutu got an arch you walk through.  

My Mom says it is fitting as even his monument refuses to put him on a 
pedestal, which says a lot about the kind of person he was.  

Humble, yet powerful. Charismatic, lovable and an absolute legend of a man that 
changed our country’s history forever. 

 

  



Questions I would like to find the answers to: 
(and why I want those questions answered) 
What methods did Desmond Tutu use in the Anti-Apartheid Movement, and why 
did he believe in non-violent resistance? 

Lots of people fought apartheid in different ways (some peacefully, some not).  

Understanding why Tutu chose peaceful protest, sermons, and economic 
sanctions instead of violence helps explain what made him different from leaders 
like Nelson Mandela in the early years. 

Why was Desmond Tutu awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984, and what impact 
did winning it have on the global fight against apartheid? 

The Nobel Prize put a giant international spotlight on apartheid at a time when 
the South African government was trying to silence Tutu. I want to show how 
one award can shift world opinion and put pressure on a whole government. 
 
By focusing on the Nobel Peace Prize, I could look deeper into Desmond Tutu’s 
story instead of only looking at the basic facts. Winning the prize became an 
important turning point because it helped lead to many of the major things he 
did afterwards. It also helped me ask more questions about his role in changing 
South Africa and inspiring people around the world. See what further questions I 
asked and read more about this pivotal moment under my “NOBEL PRIZE” 
section. 

What was Desmond Tutu's role as chairman of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC), and how did it try to heal South Africa after apartheid ended? 

The TRC was a really unusual idea. Instead of putting people on trial, it asked 
them to confess publically. I want to explore whether forgiveness can actually 
work as justice, and Tutu was the person who shaped that whole approach. 
Why was Cape Town such an important city in Desmond Tutu's life and in the 
wider anti-apartheid struggle? 

Cape Town wasn't just where Tutu worked - it was the site of huge protest 
marches, the home of Robben Island (where Mandela was imprisoned), and the 
city where apartheid laws were debated in parliament.  

It puts Tutu in the middle of all the action. 
What was the "Rainbow Nation" idea Desmond Tutu created in Cape Town, and 
why did it matter for South Africa's future? 

Tutu actually invented the famous phrase "Rainbow Nation" to describe a new, 
post-apartheid South Africa where every race belonged.  

It's a powerful idea that's still used today, and it came straight from his Cape 
Town speeches. 

 

  



Background Info: 

A skinny kid from a mining town who almost died of TB, who couldn't afford med 
school, whose right hand was permanently weakened by polio who somehow 
grew up to become the guy who outsmarted one of the most brutal regimes in 
history. He didn't carry a gun. He carried a Bible, an unforgettable laugh, and the 
kind of fearless mouth that made dictators sweat. 

This is the story of Desmond Mpilo Tutu - Nobel Prize winner, Archbishop, 
troublemaker-in-chief, and the man who invented the term "Rainbow Nation." 

What was 
apartheid?  Imagine your government decides that the colour of your skin 

determines: 

• Where you can live 

• What school you can attend 

• Whether you can vote 

• Who you can marry 

• What jobs you're allowed to do 

• Even which park bench you can sit on or which beach you 
can visit 

That was South Africa from 1948 until the early 1990s.  
The White minority government built an entire legal system 
around dehumanising the Black majority. They called it 
apartheid - Afrikaans for "apartness." 

The people in charge actually believed (or pretended to believe) 
that some humans were worth less because of biology. Tutu 
had a savage takedown for this idea - he called it a "biological 
irrelevance."  
 
Skin colour, he said, is one of the most useless things you could 
possibly judge a person by. 

Tutu's Four Demands 

His non-negotiable list for a fair South Africa: 

1. Equal civil rights for everyone 

2. End the pass laws  
(basically internal passports for Black people they had to 
carry on them at all times) 

3. One school system for all races 

4. Stop forcing Black families into rural "homelands" 



Origin Story: A 
Sickly Kid 
Named “Life” 

Born: October 7, 1931, in Klerksdorp, a gold-mining town. 

His parents were mixed Xhosa and Motswana heritage. Dad was 
a school principal. Mom was a domestic worker.  
They lived in a mud-brick house in the "native location". 
(basically the segregated side of town)  

The family was poor but not starving. As Tutu put it: "not 
affluent, but not destitute either." 

His older brother died as a baby. Then his younger brother died 
too. Black infant mortality was brutal. 

So when Desmond survived a sickly childhood, his sister 
nicknamed him "Mpilo" which means "life." 

Health Challenges in his early years: 

• Had polio as a baby that permanently weakened his right 
hand for life 

• Hospitalised with severe burns at a young age 
• Had TB at age 14 years that put him in a hospital bed for 

18 months 
 
Most kids would have come out of that bitter.  
Tutu came out of it with a faith that would change a country.  
Why? Because of one moment when he was 12 years old… 
 

The Hat-Tip 
That Changed 
History 

Desmond is standing on the street with his mom, who is a 
black domestic worker. Down the street comes a White 
Anglican priest named Father Trevor Huddleston. 

In 1940s South Africa, White people did NOT show respect to 
Black domestic workers. That was the whole point of the 
system. But Huddleston walks past, sees Tutu's mom, and tips 
his hat to her. 

That's it. That's the moment. 

Twelve-year-old Desmond's entire understanding of the world 
cracks open. A White man treating his Black mother like a 
human being? That tiny gesture told him everything the 
government was teaching was a lie. 

When Tutu got TB later, Huddleston came to visit him. Every. 
Single. Day. For 18 months. 

Why this matters: Tutu later said he never learned to hate 
White people, because of the White people who treated him like 
a person when he was young.  

That's why his whole future strategy could be about 
reconciliation instead of revenge. 



Ubuntu: The 
Idea That 
Powered 
Everything 

You have to understand this one word to understand Tutu. 

Ubuntu is an African concept: "I am because we are." 

Translation: a person becomes fully human only through other 
people. We're all connected. So when you dehumanise someone 
else, you're actually destroying your own humanity in the 
process. 

This is why Tutu always insisted that apartheid hurt the 
oppressors too. A racist boss isn't just brutalising his Black 
employee - he's making himself less human, less whole, less of 
a person. You can't trample on someone else's humanity 
without losing your own. 

That's not just a nice quote. That idea would later become the 
entire foundation of how South Africa healed. 

Going Global: 
The Nobel 
Peace Prize 
(1984) 

In 1984, the Nobel Committee gave Desmond Tutu the Nobel 
Peace Prize. 

The world basically put a force-field around him. The South 
African government had been silencing, jailing, killing, and 
"disappearing" activists for decades. After 1984, silencing Tutu 
would have caused a global firestorm. He became "bulletproof" 

- not literally, but politically. 

Read more in depth (my focus on this major milestone) about his 
road to being awarded The Nobel Peace Prize here… 

The Mob 
Moment 

This is one intense and frightening moment in Desmond Tutu’s 
life. This moment shows that his courage wasn’t just about 
speaking out against injustice - it was about standing right in 
the middle of it, even when it was dangerous and unpopular.  

Tutu didn’t pick sides when it came to human life; his moral 
compass was so strong that he was willing to face down both a 
powerful government and an angry crowd if it meant 
protecting someone. 

 
A crowd in a township is about to "necklace" a man they 
suspect of being a police informer.  
 
Necklacing = putting a tyre filled with petrol around someone's 
neck and setting it on fire.  
 
It was a real thing during the height of the apartheid violence. 
 
Tutu, a Bishop, Nobel laureate, world-famous figure - physically 
steps between the mob and the man and refuses to move. 
 
He saved the guy's life. That's the kind of guy he was. He'd take 
on the apartheid government on Monday and throw himself 
in front of an angry mob on Tuesday. 
 



This moment defines Desmond Tutu’s character. It shows that 
his courage wasn’t just in what he said, but in what he did.  
 
His moral compass didn’t change depending on the situation; he 
stood for what was right, no matter who he was facing. 

The Fall of 
Apartheid 

Things moved fast in the late 80s and early 90s: 

1989 → P .W. Botha is replaced by F .W. de Klerk 

1990 → Nelson Mandela is freed after 27 years in prison. Tutu 
stands on the Cape Town City Hall balcony with him. 

1994 → First fully democratic election. Mandela becomes 
president. Tutu leads the prayers at his inauguration and coins 
a phrase that sticks forever: "Rainbow Nation.” 

Apartheid is over. Now what? How do you build a country where 
the victims and the torturers have to live next door to each 
other? 

The TRC: The 
Unbelievable 
Justice 
Experiment 
Ever 
Tried 

Mandela appoints Tutu to chair the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) in 1995. 

The mission: figure out what to do with all the people who 
committed atrocities during apartheid - the cops who tortured, 
the soldiers who killed, the politicians who ordered it. 

The usual options: 

• Option A: Put them all on trial and lock them up (like 
Nuremberg after WWII) 

• Option B: Pretend it never happened and "move on" 

Tutu went with Option C - and it had never really been tried 
before: 

The Deal 

Come forward. Tell the complete truth about what you did. 
Prove it was politically motivated. → You get amnesty (no 
prison). 

Refuse to come forward, lie, or get caught later? → Full 
prosecution. 

This was called trading truth for amnesty.  

It was insanely controversial. A lot of victims were furious. 

They wanted prison sentences, not confessions. 

But Tutu had a bigger idea in mind. 

 
 



Retributive vs. Restorative Justice - A Tale of Two Systems 

 Retributive Justice  

(Western default)  

Restorative Justice  

(Tutu's vision) 

Goal  Punish the offender  Heal the relationship 

Vibe  "You did wrong → you 
suffer"  

"You broke something → 
help fix it" 

Method  Courtroom, prison, 
sentencing  

Confession, dialogue, 
reparation 

End 
Result 

Bitterness, cycle of 
revenge  

Forgiveness, community 
restored 

His three magic ingredients:  

Confession → Forgiveness → Restitution. 

The TRC slogan said it perfectly: 

"The Truth Hurts, But Silence Kills." 

 

What actually happened 

• 27,000 victims told their stories publicly 

• 7,000 amnesty applications were processed 

• Tutu cried openly during testimony - sometimes had to 
stop the hearing 

• South Africa avoided a civil war that everyone had 
predicted 

He wrote a book about all of it called No Future Without 
Forgiveness (1999). The title is the whole thesis. You can punish, 
or you can move forward - but you can't always do both. 



After Apartheid: 
Why Tutu 
Started Yelling 
at His 
Own Side 

A lot of people, when they help win a revolution, kind of shut 
up afterwards. They retire. They take board seats. They get rich. 

Not Tutu. 

The minute the new ANC government started making 
questionable choices, he turned the same critical voice on them 
that he had used on the apartheid government. This made a 
LOT of people uncomfortable. 

His ANC Beef List 

President Mbeki: Refused to admit HIV caused AIDS. Wouldn't 
roll out treatment. Tutu went off. 

Robert Mugabe (in neighbouring Zimbabwe): Tutu called him out 
for destroying what was once Africa's "brightest star." 

President Zuma: Corruption, scandals, "state capture.” 
Tutu publicly told him to drop out of politics. 

The Dalai Lama Visa Snub (2011): South Africa wouldn't let the 
Dalai Lama come visit Tutu for his 80th birthday because China 
pressured them. Tutu lost it on TV: 

"One day we will pray for the defeat of the ANC government." 

This is the same guy who literally helped put the ANC in power. 
That's what moral consistency looks like. 

Did You Know? 
The Man Behind 
The Legend 

• Polio as a baby permanently weakened his right hand 

• He wanted to be a doctor, but couldn't afford med school 

• Spent 2 full years in hospital with TB as a teenager 

• Studied for his final school exams by candlelight, late into 
the night 

• In 1985, stepped between an angry mob and a man they 
were about to burn alive - saved his life 

• Was famous for an explosive, infectious laugh that you 
could hear from across a room 

• Married Leah Tutu for over 60 years 

• Asked to be buried in the cheapest casket available - a 
final statement of solidarity with the poor 



The Final 
Curtain 

Death: Desmond Tutu died on December 26, 2021, in Cape Town. 
He was 90 years old. 

Tributes came from Pope Francis, the Dalai Lama, every major 
world leader. President Cyril Ramaphosa called him a "crusader 
in the struggle for freedom, for justice, for equality and for 
peace.” 

He was buried, as he requested, in the cheapest pine casket 
they could find. No gold. No spectacle. Just a man. But a man 
who changed history and South Africa as we know it. 

 
Desmond Tutu was, at his core, a man of deep humility shaped 
by simple beginnings. Despite later becoming a global figure, he 
never lost his gentle nature or his ability to connect with 
ordinary people. He spoke with warmth, laughed easily, and 
treated everyone, regardless of status, with equal dignity.  
 
His greatness did not come from power or position, but from 
his compassion, moral courage, and unwavering belief in 
humanity. 



Why You 
Should Care 
About Who This 
Man Was 

Some real-talk takeaways that is relevant for the present 
moment: 

Speak up, even when it's your own team 

The hardest moral courage isn't yelling at the obvious villains. 
It's calling out the people on YOUR side when they're wrong. 
Tutu fought apartheid AND the corrupt ANC government.  

Forgiveness isn't weakness 

A lot of people think "moving on" means letting bad people get 
away with it. Tutu showed that real forgiveness is actually 
harder than revenge and gets you somewhere revenge never 
can. 

You can be serious AND joyful 

Tutu fought one of the worst political systems in modern 
history. And he laughed constantly. He danced. He cried in 
public. He was emotional and silly and kind. Being a serious 
person about justice doesn't mean being a miserable person to 
be around. 

Everyone is connected (Ubuntu) 

What you do to other people, you also do to yourself. Hate 
corrodes the hater. Cruelty diminishes the cruel. This isn't soft. 
It's a strategy. 

Your "weakness" might be your superpower 

Tutu was sick a lot. He was small. He had a damaged hand. He 
couldn't afford the career he wanted. 

None of that stopped him from becoming one of the most 
consequential people of the 20th century. 

The kid you'd write off ended up changing the world. 

"Ultimately, the good is going to prevail." 

— Desmond Tutu 

 

  



A Walking Tour Through Tutu's Cape Town:  

From the People's Cathedral to the Arch That Bears His Name 

Tutu spent the most important years of his life in Cape Town.  

He preached there, marched there, ran the TRC from there, retired there, died 
there, and is buried there.  

If you walked through the city today with the right map, you could trace his 
entire evolution in about an hour. 

Here are the stops on that tour 

FIRST STOP: St George's Cathedral 

"The People's Cathedral" 

📍 5 Wale Street,  
City Centre 

If Cape Town has a single building that says "this is where apartheid started 
cracking", it's this one. 

St George's is the Anglican cathedral where Tutu was enthroned as Archbishop of 
Cape Town in September 1986 - the first Black man ever to hold that role.  

From its pulpit, throughout the late 1980s, he gave some of the most explosive 
sermons of the apartheid era.  

• Funerals for activists 

• Defiant prayers 

• Calls for international sanctions. 

In the worst years (1985–1989), when the government banned political meetings, 
Tutu used the rule that you couldn't ban church services. So protests became 
services. Mourners became congregations. The cathedral became a loophole the 
regime couldn't close. 

That's how it earned the nickname "the People's Cathedral." 

It's also where, on 13 September 1989, the great Cape Town Defiance March 
started. Tutu and 30,000 others walked from the cathedral steps to City Hall - 
and the apartheid government, for the first time, didn't shoot. 

You can still walk in today. Tours are free. The pulpit is the same. 

 



SECOND STOP: The Arch for the Arch 📍 Outside St George's Cathedral,  
on St George's Mall 

This one's newer - and personal. 
 
On 7 October 2017 (Tutu's 86th birthday), a sculpture was unveiled right outside 
the cathedral.  
 
It's called "The Arch for the Arch". 
"The Arch" being Tutu's universal nickname (short for Archbishop). 
 
It's a wooden archway, about 9 metres tall, made of 14 timber strips held together 
by tension cables. Each strip represents a chapter of South Africa's Constitution. 
Walk under it and you're literally passing through the document Tutu fought for. 
 
Designers: Snøhetta (Norwegian) + Local Studio (South African). 
 
Tutu was 86 and frail when he came out for the unveiling. He cracked jokes. He 
laughed his famous high-pitched laugh. It was one of his last public appearances. 
 
Why this matters: Most national heroes get statues - bronze, serious, frozen 
mid-speech. Tutu got an arch you walk through. Even his monument refuses to 
put him on a pedestal. 

 
The Arch for the Arch 

 

 
 

Desmond Tutu laughs as crowds gather to celebrate his birthday by unveiling an arch in his honour outside St George's Cathedral in  
Cape Town, South Africa, on October 7, 2017 

  



THIRD STOP: Bishopscourt  

The Residence Where He Ran the Resistance 

📍 16-18 Bishopscourt Drive, 
Bishopscourt suburb 

Bishopscourt is the official residence of the Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town. Big 
colonial-era house. Beautiful gardens. Mountain views.  
It's been the Archbishop's home since the 1850s. 
 
Tutu lived there from 1986 to 1996. And here's the thing: it's in one of the most 
exclusive historically White neighbourhoods in Cape Town.  
 
Under apartheid, a Black family wasn't even allowed to visit without permits. 
So when Tutu moved in, it was already a political earthquake. But he made it 
bigger.  
 

• He used Bishopscourt as a planning room for the resistance: The 1989 
Defiance Campaign was strategised there. 

• Foreign diplomats met him there to coordinate sanctions 
• When Mandela was released on 11 February 1990, his first night out of 

prison after 27 years was spent at Bishopscourt with the Tutus. 
 
It's still the working residence of the current Archbishop.  
 
You can't go inside (it's a private home), but you can drive past and see the 
gates. 

 
Bishopscourt - Home of theAnglican  Archbishop of Cape Town 

  



FOURTH STOP:  

The Grand Parade and Cape Town City Hall 

📍 Darling Street, opposite the 
Castle of Good Hope 

Big open square in front of City Hall.  
 
Today there's a market on weekends.  
In Tutu's lifetime it was the stage for two of the biggest moments in modern 
South African history - and he was on the balcony for both. 
 
13 September 1989 
The Defiance March ended here. 30,000 people, every race, walking through Cape 
Town in defiance of the apartheid government's ban.  
 
Mayor Gordon Oliver, a White mayor, joined the march, which was unthinkable.  
 
Tutu addressed the crowd from the City Hall steps and coined a phrase that 
stuck: "We are the rainbow people of God." - The Rainbow Nation 
 
11 February 1990 
Nelson Mandela's first speech as a free man, delivered from the City Hall balcony 
to a crowd of tens of thousands.  
 
Tutu had pushed for Mandela's release for years. He was right there. 
 
If you stand on the Grand Parade today and look up at that balcony, you're 
looking at the spot where the new South Africa was first announced out loud. 

 
Cape Town City Hall at the Grand Parade, Cape Town 

  



FIFTH STOP:  

The Desmond & Leah Tutu Legacy Foundation 

📍 The Old Granary Building, 
Buitenkant Street 

Founded by Tutu and his wife Leah in 2010, the foundation runs out of a 
beautifully restored 1814 building right next to the District Six Museum. 
 
What it does: 

• Archives Tutu's papers, sermons, and personal materials 
• Runs leadership programs for young South Africans 
• Hosts public events and dialogues 
• Promotes the values Tutu stood for - reconciliation, dignity, human rights 

 
The building itself has a brutal history. It was a colonial-era prison for women. 
Tutu loved that the foundation took a place built for cruelty and turned it into a 
place for repair.  
 
It's open to the public. 

 
 

 
 



 

SIXTH STOP: His Final Resting Place 

Back At St George’s Cathedral 

📍 St George’s Cathedral,  
Wale Street 

Tutu died on 26 December 2021, age 90, in Cape Town. 
 
His funeral was held at St George's Cathedral on 1 January 2022 - the same place 
he'd preached, marched, and laughed for 35 years.  
 
His state funeral was a global event. World leaders sent tributes. 
The cathedral overflowed. 
 
A few things he insisted on, in writing, before he died: 

• The cheapest possible coffin - pine, no fancy wood.  
(R1700, about €90. He didn't want a fortune spent on a box.) 

• No ostentation.  
• No big motorcade. 
• Aquamation, not cremation - a more environmentally friendly process. 

Tutu was an early environmentalist and didn't want his death to add to 
climate change. 

 
After the service, his ashes were interred at St George's Cathedral - right back 
at the People's Cathedral, where the whole story really began. 
 
You can visit. There's a small marker. 

 

 



How a Black Priest From a Mining Town Won the Nobel Peace Prize 

The 1984 Award - how Tutu got there, why it had such an impact, and what actually 
changed because of it 

October 1984. The Norwegian Nobel Committee announces the most prestigious 
peace prize on Earth is going to a Black Anglican bishop from South Africa. 

The apartheid government loses its mind. State TV refuses to broadcast the 
announcement live. The Foreign Minister calls the prize "totally undeserved." 
Newspapers controlled by the regime barely cover it. 

Why the meltdown? Because the Nobel Committee just walked onto the world 
stage, pointed at the apartheid government and denounced them in front of 
every country on the planet effectively branding them as the oppressors and 
villains of the story. 

The man holding the prize was a 53-year-old priest with a damaged hand from 
polio, a Nobel medal in his pocket, and the kind of laugh you could hear three 
rooms away. 

This is the story of how he pulled it off. 

The Core Question: how does a Black Priest from a mining town - with no army 
backing him, no political party, no government job and no money - end up winning 
the world’s most prestigious peace prize? And what did the prize actually change? 

To answer that properly, we need to break it down into six focused questions: 

  



QUESTION 1: 

What even IS the Nobel Peace Prize, and why did Tutu winning it hit so hard? 

The Nobel Peace Prize was created in 1895 by Alfred Nobel - the Swedish guy 

who invented dynamite. He felt guilty that his explosives were being used to 
blow people up in wars, so he left most of his fortune to fund five annual prizes. 
The Peace Prize is the only one decided in Norway (Oslo), not Sweden - picked by 
a five-person committee. 

The goal was to reward whoever has done "the most or the best work for 
fraternity between nations, the abolition or reduction of standing armies, and for 
the holding and promotion of peace congresses." 

In plain English? Reward the people who make the world less violent. 

By 1984, the Peace Prize had basically become the most powerful moral 
statement on Earth. Past winners by then included: 

• Martin Luther King Jr. (1964) 

• Mother Teresa (1979) 

• Albert Lutuli (1960) - the first Black African winner, AND ALSO an anti-
apartheid leader 

So why did it matter so much that Tutu specifically got it? 

Three reasons it was a nuclear-level event: 

1. It was a global "you cannot ignore this anymore" stamp.  
For decades, the apartheid government had spent serious money 
convincing the West that South Africa was a "bulwark against 
communism" and a normal trading partner. The Nobel Committee just 
publicly torched that PR strategy. 

2. It made Tutu effectively bulletproof. Up until 1984, the regime had been 
arresting, banning, and "disappearing" Black activists like it was nothing. 
After the Nobel, jailing or harming Tutu would have triggered a worldwide 
firestorm. The prize was a force-field around him. 

3. It gave him a permanent megaphone. Every newspaper in the world would 
now print whatever Tutu said. He never had to fight to be heard again. 

That's why the apartheid government's reaction was so cold. The Foreign 
Minister sneered. The state broadcaster ignored it. They knew exactly what had 
just happened to them - they had lost a major battle in a global PR war, and 
they had lost it badly. 

  



QUESTION 2: 

What was Tutu actually doing in the years before 1984 to earn this? 

Nobel Prizes don't come out of nowhere. The Committee gets hundreds of 
nominations every year. A winner usually has 10+ years of internationally visible 
work behind them. So what was Tutu doing in the 70s and early 80s that built 
his case? 

The SACC Years (1978–1984) - The Most Important Job You've Never Heard Of 

In 1978, Tutu was appointed General Secretary of the South African Council of 
Churches (SACC). 

That sounds like the most boring job title imaginable. It was not. It was the 
most consequential job in his pre-Nobel life. 

The SACC was an umbrella body for around 13 million Christians across multiple 
denominations. Crucially, it was not a single political party - which mattered, 
because the apartheid government had banned the ANC and PAC back in 1960. 
Legal political resistance? Gone. 

So Tutu turned the SACC into something the regime didn't see coming: 

 

What It Became  Why It Worked 

A legal alternative to a 
banned political 
movement 
 

Churches couldn't be outlawed without causing global outrage 

A funnel for foreign aid 
 

European and American church money flowed in to support 
detained activists' families  

A ticket to international 
travel 
 

As General Secretary, Tutu had a passport and reasons to fly 
to Geneva, London, NYC, Washington 

A pulpit with a 
microphone 

Whenever the regime cracked down, the SACC issued 
statements. Whenever a child was killed, Tutu personally 
officiated the funeral 

 

  



The Three Specific Moments That Made Him a Global Name 

The 1976 Letter to Prime Minister Vorster 

Six weeks before the Soweto Uprising, Tutu wrote a personal letter to the PM 
warning that "a bloody catastrophe" was coming if apartheid wasn't dismantled. 
Vorster ignored him.  

June 16, 1976 - police opened fire on protesting schoolchildren. Hundreds died. 
Tutu had called it almost to the week.  

After Soweto, every foreign journalist on the planet wanted his analysis of 
current events. 

The Sanctions Campaign (1979 onwards) 

Tutu was the most prominent South African to publicly call for international 
economic sanctions against his own country.  

This was a crime in South Africa under the Internal Security Act. He did it 
anyway, on foreign trips, knowing the regime could charge him when he came 
home.  

He was a walking moral dilemma the apartheid government could not solve. 

The Funerals 

During the township uprisings, Tutu officiated dozens of funerals for activists, 
schoolchildren, and protesters killed by the police. They were televised 
internationally.  

The image of a small bishop in purple robes preaching reconciliation over the 
coffin of a teenager? That ended up on the front page of newspapers around the 
world. 

How Tutu Got Nominated 

Anyone qualifying under the Nobel rules can submit nominations: university 
professors, members of national parliaments, previous laureates, and so on.  

By the early 1980s, Tutu was being nominated by Scandinavian church leaders 
and parliamentarians, who knew him well from his SACC work. 

Why Scandinavians? Norway, Sweden, and Denmark had unusually strong anti-
apartheid movements partly because their state churches had close ties to 
South African churches. So the people doing the nominating were the same 
people Tutu had been preaching to and meeting with for years. 

That wasn’t an accident. That was a long term strategy that was finally paying 
off. 

 



QUESTION 3: 

Why TUTU? Why not Mandela, Sisulu or someone else?  

This is the question almost nobody asks about the 1984 prize, and it's an 
important one.  Lots of people were fighting apartheid.  

Why did the Nobel Committee choose Tutu specifically? 

There were three brutal, practical reasons: 

REASON 1: Almost every other major anti-apartheid leader was in prison or banned 

By 1984, the apartheid government had silenced and systematically removed 
every obvious candidate from the picture: 

• Nelson Mandela → in prison since 1962.  
Couldn't speak publicly. Couldn't accept a prize in person. 

• Walter Sisulu → in prison since 1964. 

• Govan Mbeki → in prison since 1964. 

• Steve Biko → murdered in police custody in 1977. 

• The ANC and PAC → banned organisations.  
Their leaders in exile couldn't easily travel. 

The Nobel Committee usually wants someone who can come to Oslo, give the 
speech, and keep working publicly afterwards.  

In 1984, Tutu was almost the only senior anti-apartheid figure who could do all 
three, amongst some key other reasons mentioned below. 

REASON 2: Tutu was strictly non-violent 

The Nobel Peace Prize is the Peace Prize. The clue is in the name. It rewards 
nonviolent struggle. 
 
The ANC by 1984 had an armed wing called Umkhonto we Sizwe ("Spear of the 
Nation") that was carrying out sabotage attacks against the regime.  
 
The Nobel Committee was not - repeat, not - going to give the prize to anyone 
associated with armed resistance. 
 
Tutu was the rare anti-apartheid leader they could give the prize to without 
endorsing violence. He opposed apartheid violence AND he opposed liberation 
violence. He officiated funerals for ANC fighters and police informers alike. 
 
[See The Mob Moment (1985): This was the kind of clear nonviolent actions the 
Committee was rewarding.] 



REASON 3: Tutus’ message was reconciliation, not revenge 

Tutu's theology had a very specific shape: 
 

• Imago Dei 
Every human is made in the image of God, including the apartheid 
policeman. Hurt one of them, you're insulting God. 

• Ubuntu 
"I am because we are."  
Apartheid hurt the oppressors too, by stripping them of their humanity. 

• The end goal 
A shared, multiracial South Africa. Not the expulsion or punishment of 
White South Africans. This was very, very different from many liberation 
movements at the time, which framed the struggle as expelling the 
oppressor.  
 

Tutu's "rainbow nation" framework was something the Norwegian Committee 
could enthusiastically reward without lying awake worrying about future 
violence after liberation. 
 

That's the package the Committee was looking for. Tutu was the only one who 
delivered all three. 

  



QUESTION 4: 

What did the Nobel Committee actually say when they gave him the prize?  
And what did Tutu say in response? 

The official 1984 announcement is worth reading slowly, because it tells you 
exactly what the Committee was rewarding. 

The chairman, Egil Aarvik, said the prize was given to Tutu: 

"…for his role as a unifying leader figure in the campaign to resolve the problem of 
apartheid in South Africa." 

And the prize was awarded "as a gesture of support to him and to the South 
African Council of Churches of which he is leader, [and] to all individuals and 
groups in South Africa who, with their concern for human dignity, fraternity and 
democracy, incite the admiration of the world." 

The Three Things to Notice… 

1. The Committee specifically named the SACC.  
The prize wasn't just for Tutu personally. It was for the resistance 
movement he was leading from inside South Africa. 

2. The phrase "unifying leader figure" was a chess move.  
It signalled that Tutu was someone who could bring multiple racial and 
political groups together. Exactly the kind of leader the Committee 
thought South Africa would need after apartheid eventually fell. 

3. The phrase "human dignity, fraternity and democracy" echoes Alfred Nobel's 
original 1895 criteria. The Committee was framing apartheid not as some 
local political dispute but as a fundamental human-rights catastrophe at 
the same level as fascism. 

Tutu’s Response: The Nobel Lecture (Oslo, 11 December 1984) 

Some Nobel laureates use their speech to be diplomatic. Tutu used his to swing 
for the fences. He: 

• called apartheid "as evil and as immoral and as un-Christian as Nazism.” 

• demanded international economic sanctions against South Africa. 

• read out a list of children killed by the apartheid police. 

• insisted that, despite all of it, reconciliation was still possible. 

The speech was broadcast worldwide. It was the moment Tutu became a 
household name on every continent. 

  



QUESTION 5: 
What did Tutu DO with the prize? 

A lot of Nobel winners accept the prize, give the speech, take the photo, and 
quietly disappear back into their normal lives. 

Tutu went the other direction. He used the Nobel as a working tool, every single 
day, for the rest of his life. Here's how. 

The Prize Money 

The 1984 prize came with about 1.6 million Swedish kronor - roughly US $200,000 
or ZAR 375,000 at the time. (the Euro did not exist back then so I can’t give you 
that value) 

That's life-changing money for an Anglican priest. Tutu kept zero of it. 

He set up a scholarship trust for Black South African students, sending them to 
study abroad and bring expertise back home. This was a direct counterstrike 
against the Bantu Education Act of 1953, which had deliberately limited Black 
education. Pure Tutu energy. 

The Six-Month World Tour (1985) 

In the months after winning, Tutu travelled almost non-stop, lobbying every 
government that mattered: 

• 🇺🇸 US Congress 
Testified to a Senate committee, roasted President Reagan's "constructive 
engagement" policy with apartheid. His most famous line:  
"We are talking about a moral issue. You are either for or against 
apartheid. You can't be neutral." 

• 🇬🇧 United Kingdom 
Lobbied Margaret Thatcher's government for sanctions.  
(Thatcher refused. Tutu kept asking.) 

• 🇨🇦 Canada  
Became a major source of anti-apartheid pressure and aid. 

• 🇳🇴 🇸🇪 🇩🇰 Scandinavia 
All became major sources of anti-apartheid pressure and aid. 

• 🇺🇳 The United Nations 
Addressed the Security Council on apartheid. 

  



Becoming Archbishop of Cape Town (1986) 

Two years after the Nobel, Tutu was elected the first Black Archbishop of Cape 
Town - the spiritual leader of around 1.6 million Anglicans across Southern Africa. 

The Nobel had made him basically impossible to block. The election was almost a 
formality. As Archbishop, he now had: 

• A cathedral pulpit in Cape Town as a permanent platform 

• Legal authority to ordain priests, make appointments, and shape the 
Anglican Church across multiple countries 

• Built-in international media presence  

The Bigger Pattern 

You can see the strategy here:  

Tutu used the prize money to reach back into the next generation (scholarships), 
the prize prestige to push international governments (sanctions), and the 
protection of the award to climb to the top of the church (Archbishop).  
 

He turned one historic moment into influence on multiple levels. 
 
The Nobel Prize was never a finish line. It was a launchpad! 

QUESTION 6: 
What were the real-world consequences of Tutu winning? 

This is the most important question of all. A prize is just a piece of paper unless 
it changes something. So what actually changed because Tutu won? 

CONSEQUENCE 1: International Sanctions got real 

Before the Nobel, calling for sanctions against South Africa was treated as a 
fringe activist demand. 

After the Nobel, and Tutu's relentless use of it on an international stage, 
sanctions started actually passing: 

• The US Congress passed the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act in 1986, 
overriding a Reagan veto. This was the single biggest economic blow 
apartheid took from outside. 

• The Commonwealth (1985) imposed limited sanctions despite Britain trying 
to block it. 

• Major international banks, especially Chase Manhattan in 1985, refused to 
roll over loans to South Africa, helping trigger a debt crisis the regime 
couldn't recover from. 

Tutu wasn't the only person pushing for these. But he was the most visible global 
face of the campaign, and the prize was what made him impossible to dismiss as 
"just an activist.” 



CONSEQUENCE 2: Tutu became “bulletproof” 

The South African government had been pretty willing to harm activists who 
weren't internationally famous. After the Nobel, that changed for Tutu 
specifically. 

He criticised the government to its face, on television, in front of foreign 
cameras, repeatedly - and the government did not arrest him. They couldn't.  
The diplomatic cost would have been catastrophic. 

This protection wasn't theoretical. Tutu used it strategically: 

• He stepped into riots 

• He confronted police directly 

• He personally guaranteed the safety of activists at funerals 

• He stood between mobs and their targets 

None of that would have been possible without the Nobel. 

CONSEQUENCE 3: Tutu became the default face/international spokesman of the 
liberation struggle 

Mandela was in prison until 1990. Oliver Tambo (ANC president-in-exile) was 
based in Lusaka, Zambia, and was less media-friendly. 

So between 1984 and 1990, when international journalists wanted "a quote from 
the South African resistance" they called Tutu. Every time. 

This shaped the whole world's understanding of the struggle in his image - 
Christian, nonviolent, reconciliation-focused.  
And that shaping mattered enormously later, after Mandela's release, when the 
country had to choose what kind of new South Africa to build. 

CONSEQUENCE 4: A direct pipeline to the TRC 

This is the long-term consequence almost nobody talks about. 

The Nobel Committee in 1984 had specifically praised Tutu as a "unifying leader 
figure."  

Eleven years later, in 1995, when President Mandela had to choose someone to 
chair the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the choice was almost 
automatic. 

Who else were you going to pick?  

Probably the man with: 

• Global moral authority 

• Reconciliation-focused theology 

• A Nobel Peace Prize on his shelf 

It just made sense that Tutu would be the right man for the job. It’s like 
everything just fell into place. 

The 1984 prize was, in effect, an audition for the most important reconciliation 
job of the entire 20th century. And Tutu got the part. 



Putting It All Together 

Tutu didn't win the Nobel by accident. He didn't win it because he was a nice 
man (he was, but that's not the point). He won it because of a very specific 
combination - and you can map it out cleanly: 

 
 

Factor What It Meant 

The SACC platform (1978–1984) Gave him an international stage no one could shut down 

The 1976 Vorster letter + Soweto Proved he was prophetically right about apartheid violence 

Strict nonviolence Made him eligible for a peace prize at all 

Reconciliation theology  
(Ubuntu,Imago Dei) 

Gave the Committee confidence about post-apartheid South Africa 

Mandela in prison, Biko dead, ANC 
banned etc 

He was the most visible candidate still able to act and further prom 

Strong Scandinavian Church links Built a steady base of nominations in the Scandinavian countries of 
Norway, Sweden and Denmark 

 

And once he won, he used the prize as a working tool: 

• funding scholarships 

• pushing for international sanctions 

• strengthening his position as Archbishop 

• and eventually leading the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). 

The prize was not a finish line. It was a force multiplier helping Tutu to expand 
his influence even further and gaining even more support across the world. 

The One Takeaway 

If you remember one thing from this report, remember this: 
moral authority, when used patiently and consistently, can become one of the most 
powerful political forces in the world. 

Desmond Tutu did not win the Nobel Peace Prize because he was the loudest 
voice in the room. He won it because, for more than fifteen years before 1984, he 
had spoken clearly and consistently about the greatest injustice in his country. 
He did it publicly, courageously, and in a way the Nobel Committee could not 
ignore. 

That is the real lesson: if you stand for something important, keep speaking the 
truth publicly, and stay consistent over time, the world eventually pays attention. 

 

  



Some Notes on My Personal Reflections 

Before I started this CBA I thought I already knew who Desmond Tutu was. My 
Mom had told me stories about him, I knew he was a famous Archbishop, I knew 
he won the Nobel Peace Prize, and I knew he had something to do with the end 
of apartheid. What I didn't know - and what this project completely changed - 
was the scale of the man. The actual detail of what he did, how he did it, and 
what it cost him. By the time I finished researching and writing this, I realised I 
hadn't known him at all. I just knew his name.  

This reflection is about everything that I’ve learnt in between. 

The 3 Big Ideas - and why I structured my project in this way 

Early in my research, it became clear that Desmond Tutu’s life and influence 
were too large to cover evenly in a single report. There was simply too much 
information: speeches, political events, Church leadership, international 
reactions, and decades of activism. One of the biggest challenges was not 
finding material, but organising it and deciding what was most relevant to the 
questions that I wanted answered. The topics I was most keen on learning 
about. 

 
To manage that, I built the report around three main pillars: Tutu’s role in the 
Anti-Apartheid Movement as Archbishop of Cape Town, his Nobel Peace Prize in 
1984, and his chairmanship of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
 
Each one is a separate chapter of the same story, and each one builds on the 
last. The Nobel made him impossible to silence. Being impossible to silence 
allowed him to become Archbishop. Being Archbishop gave him the platform to 
lead the TRC. Once I could see that chain clearly, the whole structure of the 
project followed from it. 
 
Of the three, I decided to drill down deepest on the Nobel Prize, and I think that 
was the right call. It's the hinge everything else swings on — and the questions 
it raises are genuinely interesting ones that the surface-level version of his story 
doesn’t often ask and yet gives us some interesting answers that leads to even 
greater insights into this legend of a man. 

  



What were the most positive things in my experience working on this project? 

The personal connection made it feel real in a way that most school projects 
don't. The stories my Mom told about meeting Archbishop Tutu and all the 
things he got up to - I could hear the fondness in her voice and the passion with 
which she spoke about him which peaked my interest even more. It felt like I 
wasn't just reading about a historical event in a textbook. I was reading about a 
place my family knows, a man my Mom met and buildings that she walked past 
every day as a teenager. It was lovely sharing those memories with her. 

I also really enjoyed the research itself, which surprised me. I expected it to feel 
like homework. It didn't. Every time I found a new source it opened up 
something I hadn't known. The bit about him writing a letter to Prime Minister 
Vorster six weeks before the Soweto Uprising, warning him that a "bloody 
catastrophe" was coming - and then being proven catastrophically right! He 
called it almost to the week. That's not hindsight. That was someone paying 
close enough attention to see what was coming when the people in power 
refused to. 

The walking tour section was probably my favourite part to write. The idea that 
you could trace his entire life story by walking through Cape Town in about an 
hour - the cathedral, the Arch for the Arch, Bishopscourt, the City Hall balcony - 
made history feel like something you could actually touch.  
I'd love to do that walk with my Mom one day. 

What I learned? 

What I learned most from this project was not just the history of Desmond Tutu, 
but the kind of person he was. What stood out most was how consistent he 
stayed throughout his life. He did not change his beliefs depending on what was 
easier or safer. Even when the country was angry and divided, he kept standing 
for nonviolence, fairness, and human dignity. 

The project also changed how I think about influence and leadership. Before this, 
I probably thought real power mostly came from politics, money, or force. But 
Tutu showed that one person can have a huge impact just by being courageous, 
trustworthy, and consistent over a long time. People listened to him because he 
had earned respect through his actions. 

Another thing I learned was that big change usually does not happen all at once. 
The moments people remember most, like the Nobel Prize or the TRC, only 
happened because of years of work before them. It made me realise that real 
leadership is built slowly through your actions and the way you treat people 
over time. 

Overall, this project showed me how much impact one person can have if they 
stay true to what they believe in and keep pushing for change, even when it is 
difficult. 

  



What surprised me? 

The thing that surprised me most wasn't a fact - it was a concept. Ubuntu.  

"I am because we are."  

Once I understood that idea properly, I understood why Tutu's whole approach 
was so consistent across sixty years of public life. He wasn't just opposed to 
apartheid because it was cruel to Black South Africans. He was opposed to it 
because dehumanising other people destroys your own humanity too.  

That's a different argument from most political ones, and it explains why he 
could criticise the apartheid government and the ANC government in exactly the 
same breath without being contradictory. He only ever had one standard. 

What did I learn about the role of an historian ? 

I think the biggest thing I learned is that historians don't just collect facts - 
they make choices about which facts matter and why.  

Every section of this project involved deciding what to include, what to cut, and 
how to frame things. The same event can look completely different depending on 
which angle you approach it from. The Cape Town Defiance March is a story 
about courage and protest if you're writing from Tutu's perspective, and a story 
about a government losing control of its own narrative if you're writing from 
the apartheid regime's perspective. History is always told by someone, from 
somewhere with their own point of view and bias. 

I also learned that primary sources and secondary sources aren't equally useful 
for every question. The Nobel Committee's actual announcement speech is far 
more useful than Wikipedia if you want to know exactly what they were 
rewarding and why. Tutu's own Nobel lecture is far more useful than a biography 
if you want to understand his voice and his priorities. I found myself going back 
to primary sources more and more as the project went on, because secondary 
sources - even good ones - always filter the original through someone else's 
interpretation first. 

The other thing I realised is that historians have to be honest about what they 
don't know and can't confirm. There were things I wanted to include but 
couldn't find solid enough sources for. Learning to leave things out because the 
evidence isn't strong enough, rather than just putting them in because they 
sound good felt like an important discipline. 

  



What I’d do dijerently ? 

The main challenge was scope. So many things I came across in researching this 
project - apartheid, the Nobel, the TRC, the theology, the Cape Town geography - 
could be its own CBA. Cutting things that were interesting was difficult            .  

I'd handle that earlier next time: decide the three pillars first, before I've already 
fallen in love with material that doesn't fit into the narrower scope of this 
specific CBA. 

I'd also engage more seriously with the criticism of the TRC. Tutu is not a 
controversial figure in the sense that most people agree he was on the right side 
of history, but the TRC wasn't without its critics.  

A lot of victims felt that amnesty for confession wasn't justice - it was letting 
people off the hook. I touched on that, but I think I could have engaged with it 
more seriously. Good history doesn't just make the case for the hero; it sits with 
the difficult questions too. 

Research skills and source evaluation 

Finding sources on Desmond Tutu was actually not that difficult — he's famous 
enough that there's a lot out there. The Nobel Prize website alone gave me three 
primary documents that were central to the whole project: the official 
biography, the 1984 presentation speech, and Tutu’s own Nobel lecture. Those 
were all free, publicly available, and directly from the source. 

The challenge wasn't finding sources - it was evaluating them. There's a big 
difference between a Wikipedia article (useful overview, written by many hands, 
not always perfectly accurate), a Britannica entry (more reliable, peer-reviewed), 
a newspaper article (specific moment in time, particular angle), and a primary 
source like Tutu's own speech (what he actually said, in his own words, on the 
day). Learning to think about where a source comes from, who wrote it, when, 
and for what purpose made me read everything a bit differently. 

The South African History Archive (SAHA) and South African History Online were 
two sources I wish I'd found earlier. They're more specifically focused than the 
international sources and contain things you won't find easily anywhere else — 
like the detailed record of the Cape Town Defiance March, or the SACC archive at 
Wits University. For Irish students researching South African history, those sites 
are genuinely invaluable and worth knowing about. 

The one area where finding sources was genuinely hard was the personal and 
local detail - the stories about Bishopscourt, about what the neighbourhood was 
like under apartheid, about Mandela's first night of freedom being spent there, 
about how apartheid made people feel and the genuine feelings people had 
towards the Arch. That kind of granular local history isn't always written down 
in a Google-able format.  

Some of it came from my Mom, my Nan and my Dad who fortunately could all 
give me different perspectives based on different generations, different cultures 
and different lived experiences. I had to treat that as an oral source - important 
and real, but not formally citable in the same way as a published document. 
Historians deal with that all the time, apparently. Now I understand why. 

  



What will I take away from this project? 

Three key things I’ll take away from this project: 

Ubuntu - "I am because we are." I keep coming back to it. It's a fairly simple 
concept but it has a lot of weight if you actually apply it. The idea that what 
you do to other people you also do to yourself, that cruelty diminishes the 
person being cruel, that you can't really separate your own humanity from the 
humanity of the people around you. That's not just a nice thought. It's actually a 
useful way of looking at the world. 

Moral consistency - the hardest kind of courage isn't facing the obvious villain, 
it's calling out your own side when they're wrong, and Tutu did that his whole 
life.  

And the hat-tip - a small act of dignity can change everything for the person 
who witnesses it. It matters more than you think.  
Respect and kindness goes a long way.  

 
"Ultimately, the good is going to prevail."  ~ Desmond Tutu 

 

Conclusion 
I want to end this reflection the way I probably should have started it — by just 
saying outright what I think about this man, in plain language, without 
academic framing. Desmond Tutu was remarkable. Not in the watered-down, 
everyone-gets-a-trophy sense of that word. Remarkable in the literal sense: 
worth remarking on. Worth stopping and pointing at and saying, look, that 
person was different.  
 
By every statistical measure, the world was set up to make sure Desmond Tutu 
stayed small. And then he went and helped dismantle one of the most brutal 
political systems of the twentieth century using nothing but a Bible, a 
microphone, and a laugh that could be heard from three rooms away.  
 
The legacy he leaves behind is not just the end of apartheid, or the Nobel Prize, 
or the TRC model that other countries have borrowed for their own healing.  
 
It's the proof that moral authority - standing up for what is right, in a calm and 
steady way, can be one of the most powerful forces in the world.  
 
He didn't get a statue. He got an arch you walk through. Even that, in the end, 
says everything. Humble. Powerful. Unforgettable. 
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