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Introduction

South Africa’s political landscape has been shaped by a single party for more than a century — the African National
Congress, commonly known as the ANC. From its humble beginnings as a forum for black South Africans to its
triumph over apartheid and its role in steering the country toward a democratic future, the ANC's journey is a saga
of resilience, sacrifice, and transformation. This article offers a comprehensive exploration of the history of the
ANC, tracing its origins, ideological shifts, key milestones, and the challenges it faces today. By delving into the
party’s evolution, we gain insight into how it has become a symbol of hope and a central pillar of South Africa’s
modern identity.

Early Foundations

Pre-ANC Political Climate

Before the ANC'’s establishment, South Africa’s black population was largely excluded from formal political
participation. The British colonial administration and later the Union government enacted segregationist laws that
limited voting rights, restricted land ownership, and enforced racial hierarchies. In this environment, black leaders
began to organize informal networks to address grievances and promote education.

Influences from Global Movements

In the early 20th century, the rise of labor unions, pan-Africanism, and socialist thought influenced South African
activists. The 1912 South African Indian Congress and the 1923 founding of the South African Communist Party
provided ideological frameworks that would later inform the ANC’s policy positions. These movements underscored
the importance of collective action and the need for a unified front against oppression.

Formation and Early Years

Founding of the ANC in 1912

The ANC was officially founded on May 8, 1912, in Bloemfontein, with Dr. John Langalibalele Dube as its first
president. The founding congress aimed to create a national organization that could unify black South Africans
across ethnic and linguistic lines. Its original objectives were modest: to promote political awareness, to advocate
for civil rights, and to provide a platform for black voices in a system that denied them representation.

Initial Leadership and Strategy

Early leaders such as Dube, John Tengo Jabavu, and later, Albert Luthuli, emphasized non-violent protest and
legal challenges. The ANC adopted a policy of “constitutionalism,” seeking to work within the legal framework to
achieve incremental reforms. However, the restrictive nature of the colonial constitution limited the party’s
effectiveness, prompting a gradual shift toward more assertive tactics.

The Struggle Against Apartheid

Early Resistance Movements
By the 1940s, the ANC began to confront the institutionalized racism of the National Party. The 1948 election of the



National Party, which formalized apartheid, marked a turning point. The ANC responded with the Freedom Charter,
adopted at the 1950 Congress in Kliptown, which articulated a vision of a democratic, non-racial South Africa.

The 1950s and 1960s: Heightened Tensions

¢ 1952 Defiance Campaign: A nationwide boycott of segregation laws that mobilized thousands.

¢ 1956 Women'’s March: Over 20,000 women protested against pass laws, highlighting gendered oppression.

¢ 1960 Sharpeville Massacre: Police shooting of protestors led to international condemnation and increased
internal resistance.

¢ 1960s Banning Laws: The ANC was declared illegal; leaders were arrested or forced into exile.

During this era, the ANC's strategy evolved from constitutional advocacy to armed struggle. The formation of
Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) in 1961, led by Nelson Mandela, represented a shift to guerrilla tactics aimed at
sabotage of infrastructure to undermine the apartheid regime.

The Transition to Democracy

Negotiations and the Release of Mandela

In the late 1980s, internal pressures and international sanctions pushed the apartheid government toward
negotiations. The ANC, led by figures such as Oliver Tambo and later Thabo Mbeki, engaged in talks that
culminated in the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990. His release symbolized a new era of possibility and set the
stage for a peaceful transition.

1994 Election and the Birth of a New Republic

The 1994 general election marked South Africa’s first democratic, non-racial vote. The ANC secured a decisive
victory, winning 62% of the vote and establishing Nelson Mandela as the nation’s first black president. This historic
election ended 46 years of institutionalized apartheid and ushered in a new constitutional framework that enshrined
human rights and equality.

Post-1994 Leadership and Policies

Mental and Social Reconstruction

Under Mandela’s presidency, the ANC focused on reconciliation through the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
economic redistribution via land reform and affirmative action, and the establishment of universal health care and
education systems. These policies aimed to address the deep inequalities left by apartheid.

The Zuma Era: Growth and Controversy

Jacob Zuma's presidency (2009 2018) was marked by ambitious economic policies, such as the National
Development Plan, but also by allegations of corruption and mismanagement. The ANC’s internal factionalism
intensified, leading to public criticism and calls for reform.

Recent Years: Restructuring and Renewal

In the 2020s, the ANC has faced declining electoral support and increased scrutiny over corruption scandals.
Leadership changes, such as the election of Cyril Ramaphosa as president in 2018, signaled a desire to restore
integrity and public trust. The party has embarked on internal reforms, including stricter disciplinary procedures and
a renewed focus on grassroots engagement.

The ANC's Ideological Evolution



Marxist Roots and Liberation Ideology

From its early days, the ANC was influenced by Marxist-Leninist ideas, emphasizing class struggle and anti-
imperialism. This ideological foundation guided the party’s approach to economic policy, land redistribution, and
international solidarity.

Shift to Social Democracy

Post-apartheid, the ANC adopted a more pragmatic stance, blending socialist principles with market-oriented
reforms. The party’s constitution now reflects a commitment to a mixed economy, social justice, and democratic
governance, aligning with global trends toward social democracy.

Challenges and Controversies

Corruption and Governance Issues

High-profile scandals, including the “Nkandla” and “state capture” controversies, have eroded public confidence.
These incidents have prompted calls for stronger anti-corruption laws and accountability mechanisms within the
party and the broader government.

Internal Factions and Leadership Struggles

Factionalism within the ANC has led to infighting over policy direction and leadership succession. The competition
between groups such as the “Traditionalists” and the “Progressives” has sometimes resulted in policy paralysis and
public disillusionment.

Electoral Decline and Public Perception

Recent elections have shown a steady decline in ANC vote shares, reflecting growing dissatisfaction with
governance, service delivery, and corruption. The rise of opposition parties like the Democratic Alliance (DA) and
the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) indicates a shifting political landscape.

The ANC in Contemporary South Africa

Electoral Performance and Alliances

In the 2019 general election, the ANC won 57% of the vote, a drop from previous years but still a majority. The
party has formed coalitions with smaller parties in provincial governments to maintain stability, while also
negotiating with opposition parties on key policy issues.

Role in Governance and Policy Implementation

The ANC continues to dominate the national cabinet, shaping policies on economic development, health,
education, and security. Recent initiatives include the National Health Insurance scheme and the National
Development Plan 2030, aimed at reducing inequality and fostering inclusive growth.

Public Engagement and Grassroots Mobilization

Recognizing the need to reconnect with voters, the ANC has revitalized its grassroots structures, encouraging
community participation in policy discussions and decision-making processes. Youth engagement programs and
the establishment of local ANC branches aim to rebuild trust and foster future leadership.

Conclusion

The history of the ANC is a narrative of struggle, triumph, and ongoing transformation. From its inception as a



modest platform for black South Africans to its pivotal role in dismantling apartheid and establishing a democratic
republic, the ANC has been both a catalyst for change and a subject of scrutiny. While the party has faced
significant challenges—ranging from corruption scandals to internal divisions—it remains a central force in shaping
South Africa’s political and social trajectory. Understanding the ANC's past is essential for grasping its present
influence and anticipating its future role in guiding a nation toward a more equitable and prosperous future.
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