
the history of the anc

the history of the anc traces the remarkable journey of the African National Congress, a political
organization that has played a pivotal role in South Africa's struggle against apartheid and its transition
to democracy. Founded in 1912, the ANC has evolved from a liberation movement into the dominant political
party in South Africa, advocating for equality, social justice, and human rights. This article explores the key
phases of the ANC's development, from its early formation and resistance efforts to its leadership under iconic
figures such as Nelson Mandela. The history of the ANC also includes its challenges during the apartheid era,
the international support it garnered, and its eventual triumph in the 1994 democratic elections. Understanding
the history of the ANC provides insight into South Africa's political landscape and the ongoing efforts to
address the legacy of segregation and inequality. The following sections offer a detailed overview of the
ANC's origins, resistance activities, leadership, and post-apartheid governance.
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Leadership and Key Figures in the ANC
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Origins and Early Years of the ANC

The history of the ANC begins in the early 20th century when the African National Congress was established in
1912 as the South African Native National Congress (SANNC). Its founding aimed to unite African people and
advocate for their political rights under colonial rule. The ANC was initially composed of educated African
elites who sought to address issues such as land dispossession, disenfranchisement, and racial discrimination
through petitioning and dialogue with the government. During this period, the organization’s activities were
largely peaceful and centered on lobbying for reforms within the existing political framework.

Founding Context and Objectives

The ANC was founded by a group of African leaders, including John Langalibalele Dube, Pixley ka Isaka Seme,
and Sol Plaatje. These founders envisioned an organization that would promote unity among African ethnic
groups and resist oppressive policies. The early ANC focused on:

Protecting African land rights

Opposing discriminatory laws and practices

Advocating for African representation in government

Promoting African education and cultural identity



Challenges During the Early Years

Despite its efforts, the ANC faced significant obstacles, including limited political influence and government
resistance. The organization struggled to mobilize mass support beyond the educated elite. Additionally, South
Africa's segregation laws increasingly marginalized black South Africans, setting the stage for more radical
resistance in later decades.

ANC's Role in the Anti-Apartheid Struggle

The history of the ANC is most prominently marked by its central role in the struggle against apartheid, the
institutionalized system of racial segregation and discrimination implemented by the South African government
from 1948 to 1994. The ANC transitioned from a moderate, petition-based organization to a mass movement
committed to active resistance and liberation.

Defiance Campaign and Mass Mobilization

In the 1950s, the ANC launched the Defiance Campaign, a series of nonviolent protests against apartheid laws.
This campaign signaled a shift toward mass mobilization, involving thousands of South Africans in acts of
civil disobedience that challenged pass laws and segregation. The ANC also adopted the Freedom Charter in
1955, which outlined a vision for a non-racial, democratic South Africa.

Formation of Umkhonto we Sizwe

Following increased repression, including the banning of the ANC in 1960 after the Sharpeville Massacre, the
organization took a more militant approach by forming its armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the
Nation) in 1961. This marked the ANC’s commitment to armed struggle against apartheid, carrying out
sabotage operations against government installations while striving to minimize civilian casualties.

Imprisonment and Repression

The apartheid government responded with harsh measures, including the imprisonment of many ANC leaders.
Nelson Mandela’s arrest in 1962 and subsequent life sentence became a symbol of resistance worldwide. Despite
these setbacks, the ANC continued its underground and exile activities, maintaining the momentum of the
liberation struggle.

Leadership and Key Figures in the ANC

The history of the ANC is closely intertwined with the contributions of influential leaders whose vision and
determination shaped the organization’s direction and impact. These figures helped transform the ANC from a
marginalized group into a powerful political force.

Nelson Mandela

Nelson Mandela remains the most iconic figure in the ANC’s history. As a founding member of Umkhonto we Sizwe
and a prominent leader, Mandela symbolized the fight against apartheid. His 27 years of imprisonment elevated
his status as a global symbol of resistance and reconciliation. Mandela’s leadership was crucial in negotiating
the end of apartheid and leading South Africa's first democratic government in 1994.



Oliver Tambo

Oliver Tambo played a vital role in the ANC’s international diplomacy and organizational restructuring
during the years of exile. As president of the ANC in exile, he expanded global awareness and support for the
anti-apartheid cause, strengthening alliances with other liberation movements and foreign governments.

Other Notable Leaders

Several other leaders contributed significantly to the ANC’s legacy, including:

Albert Lutuli – Nobel Peace Prize laureate and early ANC president

Walter Sisulu – Key strategist and mentor to Mandela

Joe Slovo – Leader of the South African Communist Party and military strategist

Desmond Tutu – Although not an ANC member, his moral leadership complemented the movement

International Support and the Global Impact

The history of the ANC is marked by significant international solidarity that helped sustain the anti-apartheid
movement. Global awareness and pressure played a crucial role in undermining apartheid policies and supporting
the ANC’s objectives.

Global Anti-Apartheid Movement

During the height of apartheid, the ANC received widespread support from governments, organizations, and
activists worldwide. This included sanctions, boycotts, and cultural campaigns aimed at isolating the South
African regime. The global anti-apartheid movement helped bring international attention to the injustices faced
by black South Africans.

Role of the United Nations and Foreign Governments

The United Nations passed multiple resolutions condemning apartheid and calling for sanctions. Countries such
as Sweden, Norway, and Cuba provided material and moral support. The ANC maintained offices abroad,
particularly in London and Lusaka, to coordinate diplomatic efforts and garner aid.

Influence on Other Liberation Movements

The ANC’s struggle inspired other liberation movements across Africa and beyond, demonstrating the power of
organized resistance against colonialism and racial oppression. The ANC’s history thus forms part of a
broader narrative of 20th-century decolonization and human rights advocacy.

The ANC in Post-Apartheid South Africa

The history of the ANC extends beyond the apartheid era into its role as the ruling party of South Africa since
1994. After decades of struggle, the ANC transitioned from a liberation movement to a governing party,
tasked with addressing the country’s complex legacy of inequality and division.



1994 Democratic Elections

The ANC won a landslide victory in South Africa’s first fully democratic elections in 1994, with Nelson
Mandela becoming the country’s first black president. This historic event marked the official end of apartheid
and the beginning of a new political era centered on reconciliation and nation-building.

Governance and Policy Initiatives

Since 1994, the ANC government has focused on policies aimed at redressing past injustices, including:

Implementing affirmative action and Black Economic Empowerment programs

Expanding access to education, healthcare, and housing

Promoting social cohesion and national unity

Addressing economic disparities and unemployment

Challenges and Criticism

The ANC’s governance has faced challenges such as corruption allegations, internal factionalism, and
criticisms regarding service delivery. These issues have sparked debates about the party’s future and its ability
to fulfill the promises of the liberation struggle. Nonetheless, the ANC remains a dominant political force in
South Africa’s democracy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the African National Congress (ANC)?

The African National Congress (ANC) was founded on January 8, 1912, in Bloemfontein, South Africa, with
the aim of uniting African people and advocating for their rights under colonial rule.

Who were the key founders of the ANC?

The ANC was founded by a group of educated African leaders including John Langalibalele Dube, Pixley ka Isaka
Seme, and Sol Plaatje, among others.

What was the primary goal of the ANC during its early years?

In its early years, the ANC aimed to promote the rights of black South Africans, seeking to address issues such
as land dispossession, discrimination, and political exclusion under apartheid and colonial systems.

How did the ANC's strategy evolve over time?

Initially, the ANC used petitions and peaceful protests, but over time, especially from the 1940s onwards, it
adopted more militant strategies including civil disobedience and armed resistance against apartheid.



What role did the ANC play in the anti-apartheid movement?

The ANC was the leading organization fighting against apartheid, organizing protests, strikes, and
international campaigns, and forming the armed wing Umkhonto we Sizwe to sabotage apartheid infrastructure.

Who was Nelson Mandela in the context of the ANC?

Nelson Mandela was a key leader of the ANC, instrumental in its armed struggle against apartheid, and later
became South Africa's first black president after the end of apartheid.

When was the ANC banned and why?

The ANC was banned by the South African government in 1960 following the Sharpeville Massacre, as the
apartheid regime sought to suppress opposition movements.

How did the ANC contribute to South Africa's transition to democracy?

The ANC played a central role in negotiations to end apartheid, leading to the country's first multiracial
elections in 1994, where it won a majority and formed the new democratic government.

What is the significance of the ANC today?

Today, the ANC remains South Africa's ruling party, continuing to influence the country's political landscape
while facing challenges related to governance, economic inequality, and social transformation.

Additional Resources
1. Long Walk to Freedom
This autobiography by Nelson Mandela chronicles his early life, education, and 27 years in prison. It provides
an intimate look at the struggle against apartheid and the evolution of the African National Congress (ANC).
The book is both a personal memoir and a historical account of South Africa’s liberation movement.

2. The ANC and the Liberation Struggle: A Documentary History
This collection of official documents, speeches, and letters offers a comprehensive overview of the ANC’s role
in the fight against apartheid. It highlights key moments, strategies, and ideological shifts within the
organization. The book is essential for understanding the political and social context of the liberation
struggle.

3. Armed and Dangerous: My Undercover Struggle Against Apartheid
Authored by Joe Slovo, a prominent ANC leader and commander of the armed wing Umkhonto we Sizwe, this book
details the armed resistance against apartheid. It reveals the challenges and moral dilemmas faced by those who
took up arms to fight for freedom. The narrative provides an insider perspective on the ANC’s military
strategies.

4. The Struggle is My Life
Walter Sisulu’s autobiography traces his journey as one of the founding members of the ANC Youth League and
a key figure in the anti-apartheid movement. The book offers insight into the internal dynamics of the ANC and
the broader liberation struggle. Sisulu’s reflections highlight the sacrifices and hopes of the movement’s
leaders.

5. South Africa: The Rise and Fall of Apartheid
This historical account explores the origins, development, and eventual dismantling of apartheid in South
Africa. It places the ANC at the center of the resistance, detailing its strategies and alliances. The book
contextualizes the ANC’s history within the broader socio-political landscape of South Africa.



6. Umkhonto we Sizwe: The ANC’s Armed Struggle 1961-1994
Focusing on the ANC’s military wing, this book examines the formation, operations, and impact of Umkhonto we
Sizwe. It provides detailed accounts of key missions and the internal debates regarding armed resistance. The
book sheds light on the complexities of waging a liberation war.

7. Mandela’s Way: Lessons on Life, Love, and Courage
While primarily a leadership and personal development book, it draws heavily from Nelson Mandela’s experiences
within the ANC. The book discusses the principles and values that guided the ANC’s leadership during the
liberation struggle. It offers readers lessons on resilience and reconciliation.

8. Rivonia Unmasked: The Trial That Changed South Africa
This book delves into the Rivonia Trial, where key ANC leaders were prosecuted for their anti-apartheid
activities. It provides a detailed narrative of the trial proceedings, the defendants’ speeches, and the trial’s
impact on the ANC and global opinion. The book highlights the courage and determination of the ANC leadership.

9. From Protest to Power: The ANC’s Journey to Democracy
This book traces the ANC’s transformation from a banned liberation movement to the ruling party of South
Africa. It covers negotiations, political strategies, and the challenges faced during the transition to
democracy. The narrative underscores the ANC’s enduring influence on South African politics and society.
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