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THE AFRICAN NATIONAL CONGRESS (ANC): THE HERITAGE OF STRUGGLE 

South Africa's history has been one of African resistance to white domination. As the racist, minority government 
has moved to strip them of virtually all political, economic, social, and human rights, the African majority has intensi
fied its struggle. Since its formation in 1912, the African National Congress (ANC) has been at the fonfront of this 
struggle. In its more than seventy years, the ANC has been a leading champion of the rights of the majority. The 
ANC first adopted a strategy of non-violent resistance to white domination through petitions, demonstrations, strikes, 
and boycotts in order to force the South African government to recognize their rights and to establish a democratic 
society. 

Its efforts were met, however, with the harshest repression. Rather than recognizing the need for fundamental reform, 
the apartheid regime has resorted to unrelenting surveillance, harassment, banning, imprisonment, and assassination 
to quash the ANC's leadership, its sympathizers, and members. In so doing, the regime has left Africans only two 
choices-"submit or fight"-as imprisoned ANC leader Nelson Mandela has argued because "fifty years of non
violence brought the African people nothing but more and more repressive legislation.,, Black South Africans have 
been driven to armed opposition to the regime-not by communist ideology nor by Soviet manipulation-because 
the government has refused to accede to their legitimate demands. The targets of their violence has been property-the 
symbols of oppression-not people. 

Clearly, in the face of growing opposition, "the day is not far off" when South Africa finally will be forced to 
change. This ISSUE BRIEF, which begins with an interview of ANC President Oliver Tambo conducted by TransAfrica 
Forum's Executive Director, Randall Robinson, examines these and related subjects. D 

How would you assess the current state of affairs in South 
Africa? 

TAMBO: The South African regime has become very 
desperate. They have lost a lot of ground. They have 
failed in all their efforts to hold back the forces of change. 
They fought Angola, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe; all 
has failed. 

They have invaded Angola several times and occupied 
its territory, claiming to have either destr9yed SW APO 
or broken its back; but at the end of the day, they find 
SW APO has become stronger inside Namibia. 

Randall Ro"l}inson and ANC President Oliver Tambo 
I 

In spite of their efforts, in spite of their aggression, 
the African National Congress is becoming powerful in
side South Africa. Their answer to these problems is 
violence and more violence, aggression and more aggres
sion. There is a tendency these days to respond with vigor 
and determination against aggression if the aggressor is 
a Third World country like Argentina. But these same 
governments remain silent and aloof when the aggressor 
is Zionist Israel or racist South Africa. Pretoria may well 
have learned a useful lesson from the experience of 
Lebanon in terms of how little was done by anybody 
about the fate of Lebanon and the Palestinian people . 

. . . AS LONG AS THERE IS A STRUGGLE GOING 
ON IN SOUTH AFRICA-AND THERE WILL BE 
SUCH A STRUGGLE AS LONG AS THAT REGIME 
IS IN POWER-THE AFRICAN ST ATES IN 
SOUTHERN AFRICA WILL BE THREATENED 
BECAUSE WE WILL BE WAGING THE STRUGGLE 
THERE. 

What will South African aggression accomplish in the 
long-run? 

TAMBO: They are buying time. They are using aggres
sion not because they think that aggression is the final 
solution but because it enables them to stay in power a 



little longer. We do not think that they can do anything 
to prevent the overthrow of the apartheid system itself. 

How would you explain South Africa's heightened 
destabilization of neighboring black states? 

TAMBO: They see the African National Congress as 
a threat wherever it has its active members. All the coun
tries in southern Africa pose a threat because they sup
port our struggle and because we are there. But the threat 
is posed also, of course, by the people who are in South 
Africa. 

The attacks on neighboring countries-simply because 
of ANC presence-are intended to get those countries to 
stop supporting the liberation struggle in South Africa. 
But they must not only not support liberation, they must 
oppose it; and if they see our people they must try and 
destroy them, they must arrest them, and they must act 
against them. Nothing short of this will stop South 
Africa's invasions. 

We must expect that as long as there is a struggle go
ing on in South Africa-and there will be such a struggle 
as long as that regime is in power-the African states in 
southern Africa will be threatened because we will be wag
ing the struggle there. This is what is going to force South 
Africa to commit aggression as it is doing now. 

There is no escape from that; and I think all these coun
tries in southern Africa have accepted that position. Ag
gression against them will end only when the South 
African regime has been overthrown and the country is 
ruled by a majority of its people. 

If the U.S. is able to argue that a settlement in Namibia 
has been achieved through "constructive engagement," 
what is the consequence for black South Africans? 

T AMBO: If an agreement were reached by this so-called 
''constructive engagement'', then the U.S. would say that 
the carrot has succeeded and that their method has 
prevailed. They would then campaign against pressures 
being brought to bear on the South African regime, argu
ing that we should learn from the examples of Namibia. 

Naturally, we do not accept the argument that it is 
"constructive engagement" which is helping to move the 
process toward a Namibian settlement forward. We think 
that a position was taken by the supporters of the 
Namibian people. Pressure has been put on some of the 
members of the Contact Group which has isolated the 
United States and forced them to come back to the posi
tions that they sought to change. 
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How has the South African regime responded to "con
structive engagement"? 

TAMBO: The regime is simply consolidating its posi
tion or trying to do so. Botha is proposing changes or 
"reforms" which he expects the Reagan administration 
to respond to positively because it can argue that South 
Africa is now making changes as a result of "construc
tive engagement." That is what the Reagan administra
tion wants to use to stave off pressures against South 
Africa. They argue that anything South Africa does in 
the way of "reform" is a move in the right direction. The 
allies of South Africa have been pushing the regime to 
do anything that can be called a movement in the right 
direction. Then, they can argue that "changes are being 
made; and that we must "give them time." 

The Reagan administration and its allies already are 
supporting such things as the President's Council and the 
offer to the so-called coloureds and Indians. But these 
changes are not reforms. They are reinforcement for the 
apartheid system. The South African regime merely is try
ing to strengthen its position against the liberation forces 
by trying to recruit from the oppressed and divide the 
oppressed without giving them anything. lt wants to make 
them allies of the apartheid system to gain the coopera
tion of those it oppresses and exploits. This is not a move 
in the right direction; it is a move toward the consolida
tion of the status quo. 

THE SOUTH AFRICAN REGIME HAS BECOME 
VERY DESPERATE. THEY HAVE LOST A LOT OF 
GROUND. THEY HA VE FAILED IN ALL THEIR 
EFFORTS TO HOLD BACK THE FORCES OF 
CHANGE. THEY FOUGHT ANGOLA, MOZAM
BIQUE, AND ZIMBABWE: ALL HAS FAILED. 

What is the likely consequence of the split in the National 
Party? Is the split a good sign? 

TAMBO: It is a good sign in the sense that it is a 
product of the growth of our struggle. It arises from our 
tactics in South Africa. The failure to repress and to 
defeat the forces for a new South Africa has resulted in 
a quarrel about how to handle the situation. The split 
is a result of this quarrel. It will divide them more and 
more. The situation is going to worsen for the regime. 
This is only one of the consequences of a growing strug
gle inside South Africa. There will be many more. 

Has there been any noticeable decline in the confidence 
of the white population? 

TAMBO: Yes. There is resistance to serving in the 
army. There is resistance even to the recruitments and 
the involvement of civilians. There is growing opposition 
to the regime especially among young whites. They are 
becoming increasingly outspoken and very uneasy about 
this process. Therefore, they are increasingly identifying 
with us. A very interesting process is taking plare in South 
Africa with an almost visible shift toward the African Na
tional Congress. Our Freedom Charter is being seen as 
an alternative. D 



A HISTORY OF STRUGGLE: A CHRONOLOGICAL GUIDE TO THE ANC 

1912: The African National Congress (ANC) is formed 
to press for equal treatment under the law for all South 
Africans through legal means. 

1913: African women in the Orange Free State refuse 
to carry passes. 

1936: The South African government removes Africans 
from the common voters roll. 

1939: The Natives Representative Council, comprising 
six white officials, four appointed Africans, and twelve 
elected Africans, is established as an advisory body for 
black participation outside the formal political process . 

1944: The militant ANC Youth League is formed. 

1946: More than 76,000 African mine workers stage a 
strike which the government brutally breaks. 

The Africans suspend meetings of the Natives Represen
tative Council in response, and the government abolishes 
it. 

1948: The Nationalist Party creates "a vast apparatus 
of law and bureaucracy to implement apartheid." 

1949: The ANC adopts a strategy of militant, some
times illegal, but strictly non-violent activity including 
boycotts, strikes, and passive disobedience. 

1952: The Blacks Abolition of Passes and Coordina
tion of Documents Act requires that every African over 
the age of sixteen be fingerprinted and furnished with a 
reference book containing the individual's identity card 
and employment information. A policeman may ask an 
African to produce his reference book at any time, and 
failure to produce it on demand is a criminal offense. 

The ANC organizes the "Campaign of Defiance Against 
Unjust Laws ." The government responds by jailing over 
8,000_persons and by using surveillance, harassment, ba~
ning, and imprisonment to repress black leaders and their 
white sympathizers. 

1956: The government tries 156 ANC leaders for 
treason. 

1959: The Promotion of Bantu Self-Government Act 
eliminates African representation by whites in Parlia
ment, totally excluding blacks from the political process. 

1960: The Shapesville Massacre results in the deaths of 
67. men, women, and children and 186 others wounded 
when white police fire at the backs of fleeing black pro
testers. Immense repercussions result throughout South 
Africa and the rest of the world. 

The ANC is banned and forced to operate underground. 
ANC President Albert Luthuli is banned also. 

The ANC leadership decides to send then-Vice President 
Oliver Tambo into exile. 

1961: Nelson Mandela and other ANC leaders form an 
armed wing, "Unkhonto we Sizwe"-Spear of the 
Nation- to sabotage property symbolic of oppression. 

Luthuli is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. 

1962: Mandela and other ANC leaders are arrested in 
Rivonia, a white suburb of Johanessburg. 

1963: The Ninety Day Detention Law authorizes inter
rogation in solitary confinement for ninety days at a time 
for persons suspected of certain security offenses or of 
having information relevant to national security. 

1964: The Rivonia Treason Trial results in the sentenc
ing of Nelson Mandela, Goven Mbeki, and Walter Sisulu 
to life imprisonment. 

1965: The 180-Day Detention Law, introduced as a per
manent measure exempt from court control, authorizes 
the detention in solitary confinement for six months of 
persons who are likely to be material witnesses for the 
s'tate in certain security trials. 

1967: The Terrorism Act is enacted which defines as 
criminal any acts designed "to further or encourage the 
achievements of any political aim, including the bring
ing about of any social or economic change, by violence 
or forcible means or by the intervention of or in accor
dance with the direction or under the guidance of or in 
cooperation with or with the assistance of any foreign 
government or any foreign or international body or in
stitution"; "to cause substantial financial loss to any per
son or the State"; "to cause, encourage or further feel
ings of hostility between the White and other inhabitants 
of the Republic"; or "to embarass the administration of 
the affairs of the State." 

1969: Student unrest resurges as exemplified by the for
mation of Steve Biko's Black Consciousness Movement. 

1973: Strikes occur by Africans in and around Durban. 
The government responds with bannings and detentions. 

1976: More than 20,000 marching students are fired 
upon by the police in Soweto. School boycotts, 
demonstrations, and riots follow over a period of sixteen 
months. The government responds with shootings, ban
nings of eighteen organizations, detention of forty-seven 
leaders, and bannings of eight others. Casualties are 
estimated at 700-1000 dead and nearly 5,000 wounded. 

1977: Thousands of youth and students begin to leave 
South Africa and join the ANC. 

Steve Biko becomes the forty-fourth black South African 
to die since 1963 while in police custody on security 
grounds and "in circumstances sufficiently suspicious to 
warrant investigation.'' 

1978-1983: The ANC steps up its sabotage campaign 
inside South Africa to increase pressure on the govern
ment. The campaign is termed "Armed Propaganda." 

The ANC signs the Geneva Accord on the humanitarian 
conduct of war-the only liberation group to do so. 

The South African government adopts a campaign of 
eliminating the ANC both inside and outside its borders. 
An assassination squad is formed by the government. D 



PROFILE ON PEOPLE: NELSON MANDELA 

For nearly twenty years, 
Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela lan
guished in South Africa's most 
brutal of prisons, Robben Is
land. Arrested on August 5, 
1962 for leading the under
ground campaign against the 
entrenchment of the apartheid 
regime, Mandela was first sen
tenced to six years in prison. 
While there, he was again "' Nelson Mandela 
charged and tried under Sabotage and Suppression of 
Communism Acts-this time sentenced to life imprison
ment. Despite his long absence from the forefront of the 
struggle, Mandela remairis the respected leader-the sym
bol of resistance-of the South African people in their 
determination to overthrow apartheid and to establish a 
just society based on majority rule. 

Mandela was born in Umtata in the Transkei in 1918, 
the son of a Tembu chief. Upon his father's death, at 
age twelve, Mandela was sent to continue his education 
at the home of an uncle. Receiving his primary and sec
ondary education at the mission schools and the 
Methodist boarding school, Mandela was admitted to 
Fort Hare Univesity in 1938. A participant in a student 
strike in 1940, he was subsequently expelled from the 
university. Mandela went to Johannesburg, where he 
worked as a-policeman at a mine. While in Johannesburg, 
he apprenticed with a firm of white attorneys and later 
continued his legal education at the University of Wit
watersrand. Upon graduation, he and the current leader 
of the ANC, Oliver Tambo, established the first firm of 
African attorneys in Johannesburg. 

Mandela's involvement with the ANC began in 1944. 
Victimized by the racist policies of the South African 
government, Mandela joined the ANC and together with 
Tambo and others formed the militant ANC Youth 
League. The Youth League called for more aggressive tac
tics aimed at abolishing segregation. Working within the 
legal system, Mandela and Tambo worked diligently for 
the repeal of discriminatory laws. In 1951, Mandela was 
appointed National Volunteer-in-Chief to head the De
fiance Campaign against Unjust Laws in 1952. The Cam
paign resulted in 8,500 people voluntarily breaking race 
laws to protest discrimination. Mandela was given a sus
pended sentence. 

On September 4, 1953 Mandela was banned from pub
lic meetings for two years; and in March, 1956 the order 
was re-imposed for five additional years. In May, 1961 
Mandela helped organize a massive stay-atchome cam
paign in opposition to the all-white referendum which 
created the Republic of the Union of South Africa. 

Following the Sharpeville Massacre in 1960, the ANC 
was banned; and Mandela was forced underground. Ac
knowledging the failure of non-violent resistance, Man
dela became head of Umkhonto we Sizwe-the Spear of 
the Naton-which used sabotage and advocated revolu
tion in its fight against apartheid. In January, 1962 
Mandela left South Africa to participate in the conference 
of the Pan-African Freedom Movement of East, Central, 
and Southern Africa (PAFMECSA). From there, he 
would visit several other African countries and the United 
Kingdom. Upon his return: he was arrested, charged, 
tried, and sentenced along with other ANC leaders . His 

statement from the dock of the Rivonia Trial, as it has 
come to be known, is a brilliant document of his peo
ple's struggle for freedom and racial equality. Excerpts 
from that statement follow: 

"I do not believe ... that tbis Court, in inflicting penal
ties on me for the crimes for which I am convicted, should 
be moved by the belief that penalties deter men from the 
course that they believe is right. History shows that 
penr.ities do not deter men when their conscience is arous
ed, nor will they deter my people or the collegues with 
whom I have worked before. 

I am prepared to pay the penalty even though I know 
how bitter and desperate is the situation of an African 
in the prisons of this country . ... I know how gross is 
the discrimination, even behind the prison walls, against 
Africans, how much worse is the treatment meted out to 
African prisoners than that accorded to whites. Never
theless, these considerations do not sway me from the 
path that I have taken, nor will they sway others like me. 
For to men, freedom in their own land is the pinnacle 
of their ambitions, from which nothing can turn men of 
conviction aside. More powerful than my fear of the 
dreadful conditions to which I might be subjected is my 
hatred for the dreadful conditions to which my people 
are subjected outside prison throughout this country. 

I hate the practice of race discrimination, and in my 
hatred I am sustained by the fact that the overwhelming 
majority of mankind hate it equally. I hate the systematic 
inculcation of children with ~qlor prejudice and I am sus
tained in that hatred by the fact that the overwhelming 
majority of mankind, here and abroad, are with me in 
that. I hate the racial arrogance which decrees that the 
good things of life shall be retained as the exclusive right 
of a minority of the populatioQ, at;1.d which reduces the 
majority of the population to a position of subservience 
and inferiority, and maintains them as voteless chattels 
to work where they are told and behave as they are told 
by the ruling minority. I am sustained in that hatred by 
the fact that the overwhelming majority of mankind both 
in this ·country and abrbad are with me. 

Nothing that this Court can do to me will change in 
any way that hatred in me; which can only be removed 
by the removal of the injustice and the inhumanity which 
I have sought to remove from the political and social life 
of this country. 

Whatever sentence Your Worship sees fit to impose 
upon me for the crime for which I have been convicted 
before this Court, may it rest assured that when my sen
tence has been completed, I will still be moved, as men 
are always moved, by their consciences; I will still be 
moved by my dislike of race discrimination against my 
people when I come out from serving my sentence, to take 
up again, as best I can, the struggle for the removal of 
those injustices until they are finally abolished once and 
for all. ... 

I have done my duty to my people and to South Africa. 
I have no doubt that posterity will pronounce that I was 
innocent and that the criminals that should have been 
brought before this Court are the members of the Ver
woerd Government .'' 

In 1982, Nelson Mandela was moved to Pollsmoor 
Maximum Security Prison where he continues to serve 
a life-sentence . 0 



DOCUMENT FILE: A CIA ASSESSMENT OF THE ANC 

In a special report prepared in April 1982 by the Cen
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) and circulated to senior 
U.S. policymakers, the intelligence community assessed 
the strength and influence of the ANC. The report 
forecast "more persistent and widespread racial unrest" 
in South Africa as a result of growing ANC activity. Ex
cerpts from that report are printed below. 

The ANC's decision to pursue a military solution in 
South Africa was premature, given its lack of public sup
port and trained personnel. By 1963 Pretoria's security 
forces had succeeded in rounding up most of the under
ground leaders .. . . In 1964 Nelson Mandela and seven 
other ANC leaders were sentenced to life imprisonment 
while other ANC officials fled into exile. 

It took the group almost twenty years to recover from 
the imprisonment of its leadership and the destruction 
of its organizational structure inside South Africa. The 
ANC did not begin to revive until after the suppression 
of the Soweto riots of 1976, when several thousand black 
youths emigrated from South Africa to neighboring black 
states and many of them joined ANC .... 

By the beginning of 1980, the ANC was conducting 
modest terrorist operations in South Africa. The hostage
taking incident at a suburban Pretoria bank that January 
and the sabotage in June of the South African Coal, Oil, 
and Gas Corporation (SASOL) synthetic fuel plants, 
however, shocked the white community. Whites steeled 
themselves against a predicted terrorist offensive, security 
measures were tightened, and Pretoria stepped up its 
cross-border operations against ANC targets. 

The remainder of 1980 was relatively quiet, but 1981 
saw the expected increase in ANC activity. Although no 
individual terrorist incident matched the magnitude of 
the SASOL sabotage attempt, the ANC was consistently 
able to strike at economic and government targets. Dur
ing 1981 the ANC was responsible for over forty major 
incidents, compared to less than ten during 1980. On 
several occasions, bombs exploded simultaneously in dif
ferent parts of the country, indicating improved efficiency 
and coordination of the group's operations. Targets in
cluded power stations, rail lines, military and police 
facilities, and government offices. Most bombs were set 
to explode either early in the morning or late at night, 
when urban targets were not crowded. Given the level of 
its terrorist activity inside the country last year, it is clear 
that the ANC could have inflicted a large number of white 
casualties if it had chosen to do so. 

, ANC activities will pose a serious threat to white con
trol only if the group develops an effective underground 
political organization inside South Africa. For most of 
the past two decades, there have been few indications that 
the ANC had even the beginnings of such a network. Dur
ing the late 1960s and early 1970s, politicized blacks sup
ported Steve Biko's Black Consciousness Movement ... 
instead of ANC. 

Pretoria subsequently cracked down on Biko's move
ment and its leaders, but by 1978 the government seem
ed to have opened a new chapter in black-white politics 
by talking publicly of the need for significant racial 

reform. A new group of black leaders emerged, such as 
Zulu Chief Buthelezi and Dr. Nthato Motlana of the 
Soweto Committee of Ten, who began to voice the no
tion of cooperating with a "progressive" government. 
The ANC in exile could not compete with this mood of 
cautious optimism. By 1978 Buthelezi and his organiza
tion lnkatha, according to one West European survey, 
were able to outpoll the ANC as the most popular black 
political movement. 

Pretoria's failure to implement any significant political 
reforms, however, soon began to erode the popularity of 
these leaders. Buthelezi and other blacks who gambled 
on the South African Government's good intentions were 
discredited in the eyes of their politicized black 
constituency. Few blacks are now willing to accept leader
ship roles involving cooperation with the government, and 
no one inside South Africa can claim the allegiance of 
the black community. The ANC, with increasing success, 
is filling this leadership vacuum. 

The ANC has been aided in its efforts to acquire 
political influence inside South Africa by some of the 
economic reforms instituted by Pretoria. Blacks, for ex
ample, can now join legally recognized labor unions. The 
government had hoped to limit the unions to strictly 
economic activities, but, because they are the only effec
tive organization afforded blacks, these unions have 
begun to delve into political and community affairs as 
well. Blacks who support the ANC or are perhaps secret 
members of the organization are the leaders of some of 
the more radical unions, particularly those operating in 
the eastern Cape Province. Company managers complain 
that ANC aetivists are inciting their workers to strike. 
In 1981 the South African Government and homeland 
authorities arrested over 300 union activists and may be 
planning to charge many of them with supporting ANC 
terrorist activities . 

Another indicator of the ANC's growing political in
fluence inside South Africa is the group's recent ability 
to overcome tribal animosities and to operate in Natal 
Province, where the Zulu homeland is located. The ANC 
traditionally has had a large number of Xhosa members, 
and it has significant support in the eastern Cape Pro
vince where most Xhosas live. The Zulus-historically 
at odds with the Xhosas- had not supported ANC ac
tivities in the past, but last year over a dozen terrorist 
incidents occurred in Natal. Radical Zulu youths are 
abandoning Buthelezi in favor of the ANC, and the group 
reportedly is increasing its influence in the rural areas of 
the homeland. 

The growing signs of ANC political activity in South 
Africa mark the reversal of an almost twenty-year trend. 
Nonetheless, the ANC has a long way to go before it can 
claim an effective political network inside the country. 
The current lull in terrorist activity in Natal following the 
arrest of a small group of ANC members responsible for 
many of the recent bombings indicates that the group 
does not yet have a widespread organizational base. 
Recent polls show that the ANC is now the most popular 
black movement among South African blacks, but most 
of that support represents blacks who applaud the ANC's 
activities but who do not personally want to get in
volved. D 



A Quarterly Journal of Opinion on Africa and the Caribbean 

TRANSAFRICA FORUM is a quarterly journal of opinion on 
matters pertaining to Africa and the Caribbean. The journal 
presents an independent review of differing perspectives on 
political, economic and cultural issues affecting black com
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audience with a continuing commitment to African and Carib
bean advancement. 
"TRANSAFRICA FOR UM publications produce news and in
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very he/pf ul in our deliberations." 
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Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
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