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The unbanning of the African National Congress and other South African 
political organizations on February 2, 1990 opened a complex political 
process within the antiapartheid movement. Organizations that developed 
over the last 30 years in exile or clandestinity were faced with the need to 
reform so as to become legal participants in an aboveboard political game. 
The difficulties of such a transformation are great, and nowhere as evident as 
in the case of the ANC. The oldest and most important of the country's 
political organizations, the ANC is now engaged in the daunting task of 
consolidating into a single structure the broad but chaotic network of groups 
that has carried on the antiapartheid struggle within South Africa since the 
Congress was outlawed in 1960. The task is made more pressing by the 
imminence of political negotiations with the government headed by President 
F.W. de Klerk. The hand of the ANC will be strengthened in the negotiating 
process if it can present itself as a united, well-organized entity. 

The reality of the ANC as of mid-1990 falls short of the "united, well
organized entity" prescription . The organization has three distinct faces: (1) It 
comes to the table as a strong symbol of opposition to the apartheid system. 
(2) Its exile heritage is reflected in a bureaucratic apparatus, a hierarchical 
concept of organization, and an aging leadership. (3) It is also connected to a 
broad, effervescent, effective internal mass movement that is loosely 
structured. 

Many liberation movements in Africa faced similar problems of reconciling 
the various identities acquired over the years of resistance. Their experience, 
particularly in the cases of Angola and Mozambique, shows the difficulty of the 
task and suggests the problems that confront the ANC in the wake of its 
unbanning. 

In brief, the major problems faced by the ANC are how to retain the wide 
appeal it has long enjoyed as symbol of the antiapartheid struggle while 
engaged in competition with other now-legal political parties and 
organizations for members and supporters; how to solve the conflicts that have 
existed in the external organization while reestablishing a structure inside the 
country; and how to establish a coherent, disciplined internal party without 
clashing with, or destroying, the chaotic but strong mass movements that grew 
up during the years of the ANC's banning. Reconciling the three aspects
establishing better control without losing support and becoming a political 
party competing with other political organizations without losing its appeal as 
a symbol of the struggle against apartheid-is the difficult task ahead. Meeting 
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these requirements, particularly under the time pressure 
created by the negotiations now getting under way, will put 
the ANC's leadership to a severe test. 

The ANC as a Symbol 
As symbol of the antiapartheid struggle in South Africa, the 
ANC has no rivals. This symbolism has given the 
Congress great strength over the years, but also has 
negative aspects. It has been easy for politicians, police 
spokesmen, and the press to blame the ANC for acts 
committed by any black political organization, or, on the 
other hand, to see any weakness in the ANC as a 
weakness of the movement as a whole. To white 
conservatives, any stone-throwing incident in a township, 
for example, is now seen as a manifestation of the ANC' s 
decision to continue the armed struggle until specified 
conditions are met. Continued violence in Natal after 
Mandela's call to the youth to "throw their pangas into the 
sea" was seized on as a sign that the ANC could not 
control its own people. In a perverse logic, even the 
realization that "the ANC name is a kind of magic" but that 
other organizations compete for the allegiance of black 
South Africans is now viewed by some as a sign that the 
movement is somewhat of a fraud. (See Ken Owen's 
column, "As the Myths Fall, the ANC Is Cut Down To 
Size, " in Business Day, March 19, 1990.) Being a symbol 
has its dangers as well as rewards. 

The position of the ANC as symbol of the liberation 
struggle stems in part from its longevity. Founded in 1912, 
the Congress is a familiar organization at home and 
abroad, and it enjoys the prestige coming from tradition. 
More recently established organizations have found it 
impossible to compete with the ANC at the symbolic level. 
The Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) , which broke off from 
the ANC in April1959 and operated legally for barely a 
year before it was banned, had considerable attraction for 
the more politicized and radical element of the population 
with its philosophy of African nationalism, but was not as 
well known as the ANC to the masses. The Black 
Consciousness movement, launched by Steve Biko in the 
late 1960s, made a strong impression on South African 
youth and was ultimately responsible for the revival of 
political activity in the 1970s, ending the hiatus caused by 
the banning of the earlier organizations. But Black 
Consciousness did not give rise to a strong, well
established, and well-known political party capable of 
replacing the ANC as a symbol of resistance to apartheid. 
Its strength was among the youth, and the movements it 
spawned were initially student organizations, therefore 
appealing to a specific segment of the population. 
Moreover, quick government repression of a succession of 
political organizations, beginning with Biko's South African 
Students' Organization (SASO) , made it difficult for any 
group to become the household nam£ the ANC was. 

Writing in the late 1970s, Gail Gerhart, a respected 
student of the evolution of black power in South Africa, 
saw the spread of Black Consciousness as the beginning of 
apartheid's undoing: "Today ... it appears from the 
widespread outbreaks of urban violence and the ever 

escalating level of coercion required by the regime, that 
the South African order is becoming increasingly 
unstable-and that one of the prime causes of this 
instability is the ideological reorientation taking place 
among the younger generation of urban blacks. . . " 

The South African order did become increasingly 
unstable. However, the organization that succeeded in 
marshaling the new wave of political agitation after 1983 
was not Black Consciousness but the United Democratic 
Front, the new internal wing of the banned ANC. The 
Congress emphatically rejected Black Consciousness and 
black power, supporting instead the concept of a nonracial 
democracy embodied in the ANC's 1955 Freedom 
Charter. Paradoxically, the political revival spurred by 
Biko's Black Consciousness movement eventually 
relaunched an ANC languishing in exile. 

A discussion of how this happened goes beyond the 
scope of this assessment, which focuses not on how the 
ANC acquired its three faces but on the consequences of 
this triple identity. What is relevant in this context is that, 
because of the importance of Black Consciousness in the 
revival of political activity in the 1970s, the position of the 
ANC as symbol of the liberation struggle rested on 
somewhat tenuous ideological bases. 

There was no reason to believe that all members of the 
United Democratic Front's many affiliates really 
understood clearly the difference between the position of 
the ANC and that of the PAC or the Azanian People's 
Organization (AZAPO) , the party that inherited the mantle 
of Black Consciousness in the 1980s. It is doubtful that 
the ANC's concept of a nonracial democracy had greater 
appeal with the youth- who now constituted the mass of 
the politically mobilized population- than the "Africanist" 
position of the PAC and AZAPO. There was substantial 
evidence in early 1990 that the idea of continuing the 
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armed struggle, the position taken by the PAC and 
AZAPO, was more attractive to many youths than the 
concept of negotiations. And it was also evident that very 
few of the new generation of activists understood the 
difference between the PAC and AZAPO-a difference the 
leaders themselves have difficulty defining. 

At the symbolic level, the ANC's greatest success in the 
1980s was to make Nelson Mandela the personification of 
the struggle. In a country where political mobilization is far 
ahead of both formal political organization and political 
education, the value of a name everybody knows cannot 
be overestimated. Mandela's name was known to and 
revered by the mass of the population. Whether or not the 
majority knew exactly who Mandela was, what he had 
done before being imprisoned, what specific ideological · 
position he represented-other than opposition to the 
apartheid system-is a moot point. Symbols do not need 
detailed analysis. 

The release of Mandela confirmed the value to the ANC 
of such a symbol, providing the occasion for massive, 
visible demonstrations of support throughout the country. 
In the first three months after his release, Mandela 
probably addressed a million people, in rallies big and 
small throughout the country and abroad. It is doubtful 
that such numbers would have flocked to rallies organized 
by the newly unbanned ANC without the presence of 
Mandela. As a young woman struggling to maintain her 
footing in the crush of the crowd surging toward Mandela 
at a rally in Port Elizabeth gasped to a friend: "Everybody 
has to see this man, everybody." 

The strength derived from having become the symbol 
of the antiapartheid movement has provided the ANC 
with a following to which it does not have to define 
precisely its political stand, at least initially. Any political 
settlement without the participation of Mandela and other 
Congress leaders is unthinkable. Like many African 
liberation movements at the time of independence in the 
1960s and 1970s, the ANC enjoys in 1990 a very high 
level of enthusiastic support. But like the liberation 
movements elsewhere on the continent, it risks discovering 
that support and enthusiasm do not last if organization is 
lacking. 

The ANC as an Organization 
It has been typical of many liberation movements in Africa 
that their success as symbol of the liberation struggle 
greatly surpassed their effectiveness as political or military 
organizations. The ANC is no exception. At the time of its 
unbanning, the organization was much weaker than the 
symbol. 

There were very good reasons for this weakness. The 
Congress, like all of the antiapartheid movements, has 
always had many more supporters than card-carrying 
members, a fact not unconnected to the risks inherent in 
formal affiliation with a political organization in a police 
state. And aside from the limitations implicit in a 30-year 
period of being banned and exiled, the ANC' s internal 
underground structures experienced a great deal of 
difficulty surviving the confrontation with the well-
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organized South African security apparatus. Cohort after 
cohort of leaders was imprisoned for varying lengths of 
time. These historical facts explain and justify the 
weaknesses, but there can be no doubt that the 
consequences of these weaknesses are potentially serious. 

The Apparatus. As a formal organization, the ANC in 
early 1990 existed mainly outside South Africa. In fact, it 
was a matter of some contention whether an internal, 
clandestine ANC existed at all. Chris Hani, the chief of 
staff of the organization's military arm, Umkhonto we 
Sizwe, admitted the failure to build such an underground 
in an interview with New Nation in February 1990: "Our 
people inside the country, in fighting . .. to mobilize 
thousands into active struggle, neglected a basic area of 
struggle under conditions of fascist or police state: the 
need to have underground structures which are unknown 
to the enemy." On the other hand, leaders of the South 
African Youth Congress (SAYCO) claimed at the opening 
of their congress in April 1990 that they had received a 
message of support from the "ANC underground," a 
message that was dutifully read out to the enthusiastically 
cheering audience. 

This is not to say that the ANC had no presence inside 
South Africa during the years it was banned. On the 
contrary, such presence was very considerable. However, 
it was not direct, through the ANC's own structures, but 
indirect-residing in a network of literally hundreds of 
organizations, broadly affiliated with the ANC and 
supportive of its goals, but organizationally distinct. (See 
"The ANC as a Mass Movement," page 5.) 

The problems of the ANC as an organization are 
numerous and multifaceted. Among the most important 
yet to be resolved are the difficulties of coordinating an 
organization still spread around a number of countries, the 
uncertainties involved in an inevitable leadership 
transition from the aging Mandela generation to the next, 
and the challenge of reconciling the political and the 
military wings. 

From the time of its banning in 1960, the ANC was 
forced to operate under conditions unique in the history of 
African liberation movements: at no time did it have 
either internal or external safe bases from which it could 
organize and/or launch military actions. With 87 percent 
of the land by law in white hands, a well-developed 
infrastructure, and black "homelands" mostly composed 
of small entities surrounded by white-controlled territory, 
South Africa presented major physical barriers to 
movements seeking to operate relatively undisturbed 
within the country. There were no liberated zones in 
South Africa. Even in countries bordering on South 
Africa, the ANC never really found a safe haven, initially 
because the host states were still in transition to 
independence and later because South African 
destabilization maneuvers forced governments to curb 
drastically the activity of the ANC, above all of Umkhonto 
we Sizwe. 

As a result, the ANC was forced to operate far from 
South African territory. All liberation movements have 
experienced, with different degrees of intensity, conflict 
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between internal and external organization. For the ANC, 
the organizational problem was further complicated 
because of the need to spread its operations over several 
countries. By the late 1980s, the political leadership was 
divided between Lusaka (Zambia) and London, and 
Umkhonto we Sizwe between Tanzania and Angola. 
Camps in Tanzania provided shelter and education for 
thousands of young students who fled South Africa to join 
the ANC. 

Aside from slow communications, there was the risk of 
competing centers of power in various countries and also 
the possibility that branches would become entangled in 
the politics of the host country. Examples of such 
entanglement occurred in Zambia in the late 1970s and in 
Angola in the 1980s. The ANC leadership based in 
Zambia decided that Umkhonto we Sizwe guerrillas 
should fight alongside the Zimbabwe African People's 
Union (ZAPU) of Joshua Nkomo in Rhodesia-not 
against the regime of Ian Smith, but against ZAPU's rival, 
Robert Mugabe's Zimbabwe African National Union. In 
Angola, Umkhonto personnel participated on occasion in 
operations against UNIT A. 

In both cases (according to statements made to the 
press by ANC dissenters on their return to South Africa in 
May 1990), some ofthose involved objected to being 
sidetracked from the purpose of liberating South Africa 
from apartheid. In Angola in 1984, this resentment led to 
a mutiny, which met with brutal repression that included 
torture of some detained mutineers. Although the 
Angolan episode is an extreme example, each country 
that harbored a section of the exiled ANC inevitably 
presented complications affecting the ability of the 
organization to remain cohesive. 

The broad geographical spread of the ANC within 
South Africa and elsewhere has long posed problems of 
administration and discipline that extend beyond the 
military wing. An organization with such geographic 
dispersion can choose between administrative 
decentralization (with the possibility of loss of cohesion) 
or a centralized control that can become a cumbersome, 
heavily bureaucratic, slow-moving apparatus. The 
unbanned ANC of 1990 appears to have opted for the 
latter. Recent ANC documents and statements reveal a 
concept of organization best described as "democratic 
centralism." 

A revised "ANC constitutional framework for the 
period of reestablishment leading up to the holding of a 
national conference," adopted by the National Executive 
Committee (NEC) in March 1990, called upon the NEC 
to draw up lists of existing members, and to appoint 
"persons in all regions of South Africa to receive 
applications for membership." This top-down approach, 
further confirmed in early April by the NEC's appointment 
of organizing committees for each region of South Africa, 
was particularly striking in view of the wealth of grass
roots organizations affiliated with the ANC that already 
existed. 

The cumbersome, top-down approach is also reflected 
in the slow progress that is being made toward building 

an internal organization. In May 1990, three months after 
the ban was lifted, the ANC was only beginning to open 
regional offices. The PAC and AZAPO appear to be 
moving faster, in part because they are not burdened by a 
complicated external apparatus and by the ANC's large 
family of affiliated organizations throughout South Africa. 
While the ANC has been holding mass rallies, the other 
two groups are holding organizational meetings and 
signing up members. Speaking at the University of 
Stellenbosch on May 5, Thabo Mbeki, the ANC's director 
for international relations, expressed concern about this 
lag: "The ANC has been very slow to organize themselves 
since they got unbanned. That is correct. We coming from 
Lusaka have been shouting to our comrades in 
Johannesburg to say 'why are you moving so slowly?"' 

The blame does not lay entirely with ANC officials 
inside the country, however. The external ANC has 
moved equally slowly on the return of the exiles, whose 
presence could provide impetus to development of the 
internal organization. The delay is not exclusively of the 
ANC's own making, because in many cases the issue of 
the legal status of the exiles had to be clarified first, and 
the government did not introduce legislation on this matter 
until the end of April. But ANC bureaucratic procedures 
(which involve a complete census and the centralization of 
arrangements within South Africa for all returning exiles) 
have added to the problem. ANC members are being 
discouraged from returning on their own. 

In sum, the circumstances of an antiapartheid struggle 
that rendered the ANC an organization with segments in 
different countries, combined with the leadership's concept 
of a future organization along "democratic centralist" lines, 
have combined to make the ANC as of mid-1990 a 
cumbersome apparatus that is having difficulty responding 
promptly to the challenge of reorganization presented by 
its unbanning. 

The Leadership. In addition to the challenge of 
organization, the ANC also faces a challenge of leadership. 
Mandela is a symbolic figure larger than the organization. 
His influence, and especially the relation he has developed 
with President de Klerk, is a major asset for the ANC, but it 
could also be a threat if Mandela decided to act on his 
own initiative, rather than in accordance with the 
directives of the National Executive Committee. Mandela 
is acutely aware of the risks inherent in the situation and is 
walking a narrow line. He is nudging the organization 
toward negotiations and flexibility, a position not originally 
supported by all NEC members. At the same time, almost 
all his speeches contain pledges of loyalty to the 
organization and exhortations to all ANC members to 
follow party discipline. 

A second consideration is the age of the top leaders. In 
1990 the highest posts are predominantly in the hands of 
those who controlled the movement before 1960. The 
rallies held by Mandela since his release provide a graphic 
reminder of the problem. On the dais, the central figures 
are Mandela and a group of elderly and dignified men in 
impeccable suits, some of them needing help up the steps. 
The audiences are largely a mass of chanting and dancing 



people in ANC T-shirts and khaki uniforms, with young 
people in their teens and twenties always appearing to 
constitute the overwhelming majority. 

The inevitable generational transition is complicated by 
the fact that the younger members of the outside 
organization are little known within South Africa. This 
could change fairly quickly, particularly for those, like 
Thabo Mbeki, who are involved in the negotiating process 
and thus receiving a high level of exposure. But for the 
time being the names of the younger external leaders are 
not household words, except perhaps for Chris Hani, 
Umkhonto we Sizwe's chief of staff. Ironically, the leaders 
to whom the young comrades at the rallies wish long life 
are all septuagenarians. 

The leadership of the ANC is somewhat out of touch 
with its internal following not only because of age, but also 
because of major changes in the body politic during the 
long years of imprisonment and exile. Beginning in the 
1970s, a generation of young militants emerged whose life 
experience and attitudes were quite different from those of 
the older leadership. They grew up under different 
conditions and engaged in a different political battle. 

The ANC of the 1950s challenged the authorities in 
defiance campaigns directed against the pass laws and 
other policies of the central government. The struggle of 
the "young lions" of the 1970s and 1980s was much more 
local but also much more pervasive. It was directed against 
town councillors and black policemen, school principals 
and shopkeepers. They organized rent strikes and 
marches, fire-bombed houses of black policemen and 
councillors (who were seen as stooges of the apartheid 
regime), paraded around with toy AK-47s. 

Although the returning leaders of the formal ANC and 
the followers inside the country share the same goal of 
eliminating the apartheid system, they belong to different 
worlds. Mandela watches his young followers singing and 
toyi-toying (dancing) with the benign and bemused smile 
of an indulgent grandfather. But he is stern and 
authoritarian when he addresses them, preaching 
discipline and obedience to the NEC and exhorting them 
to return to school. 

Civilian-Military Relations. Another urgent 
challenge facing the ANC is to reconcile the interests of its 
political and military wings while making the shift from 
struggle to diplomacy. Theoretically, there is no conflict 
between the two wings. Umkhonto we Sizwe is not a 
separate organization with different goals. It was organized 
in 1961-1962 as a clandestine military organization, after 
the banning precluded the continuation of overt ANC 
political activity. Nelson Mandela and Walter Sisulu were 
among its organizers. 

In 1990, the ANC leadership still sees the armed and 
the political struggle as closely connected. Although 
Mandela emerged from prison as the champion of a 
negotiated solution, he also called for the continuation of 
the armed struggle and has not publicly modified his 
position to date despite considerable pressure from the 
South African government and also from some high-profile 
supporters both within South Africa and in the Front-Line 
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states. These have included Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 
Zambia's President Kaunda, and Allan Boesak. The 
commander in chief of Umkhonto we Sizwe, Joe Modise, 
was a member of the 11-member ANC delegation that 
participated in the preliminary talks with government 
leaders in Cape Town on May 2-4. 

The task of reconciliation is complicated by the fact that 
the interests of the military and the political wing of the 
ANC are not identical. Negotiations increase the weight 
of the political leadership, warfare that of the military 
leadership. Moreover, the two elements have different 
organizational needs: Umkhonto as a military organization 
is bound to maintain a hierarchical structure and strong 
discipline, but these two features would detract from ANC 
overall management's attempts to project an image as a 
democratic political movement. The previously cited 
revelations concerning the suppression of dissent within 
Umkhonto in Angola undoubtedly hurt the ANC 
politically. 

Although the official position is that the issue of the 
continuation of the armed struggle caused no stresses 
within the ANC in the lead-up to the Cape Town meeting, 
closer readings of the statements emanating from various 
leaders suggests a more complex situation. In January 
1990, for example, ANC Secretary-General Alfred Nzo 
was quoted in The Star (Johannesburg) as having stated 
that "[the) military wing does not have the capacity within 
South Africa to intensify the armed struggle in any 
meaningful way at a time when it sees a tactical need to 
do so." Meanwhile, Umkhonto Chief of Staff Chris Hani, 
who in January was calling with great vehemence for the 
intensification of the armed struggle, moderated his 
rhetoric a few weeks later, as the entire South African 
press was quick to notice. Joe Modise announced on the 
eve of the preliminary talks in May that Umkhonto was 
still recruiting inside South Africa. 

The real issue seems to be that the ANC cannot just 
follow a policy of mothballing Umkhonto, but has to find a 
new role for it. Hints that a solution might be to integrate 
Umkhonto cadres into the South African Defense Force 
have been rejected with outrage by the South African 
security establishment, but not by Umkhonto leaders such 
as Hani. 

The ANC as a Mass Movement 
The mass movement that has unofficially represented the 
ANC inside South Africa is very different from the external 
organization. Politically and emotionally affiliated with the 
ANC, the mass movement has a diversity of 
organizational structures, with characteristics quite distinct 
from those of the external ANC. 

The relationship between the two is symbiotic: without 
the mass movement, the external organization would have 
withered; without the outside ANC to provide a banner, 
the diffuse internal movement might never have coalesced 
sufficiently to convince the government to negotiate. In 
practice, however, each has operated autonomously. The 
ANC's National Executive Committee could not issue a 
directive from Lusaka and have any certainty as to which 
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civic associations in the townships, if any, would 
implement the directive. The youths who turn out for 
rallies wearing ANC T-shirts, waving ANC and South 
African Communist Party (SACP) flags , and singing 
Umkhonto songs do not regard themselves as party 
members subject to party discipline. Yet it is because of 
the existence of this mass movement that the government 
is now sitting down at the negotiating table with the ANC. 

The external ANC is highly organized, structured, and 
self-contained, with a clear leadership structure, charts of 
that structure, a constitution, and party discipline. It 
would be impossible to draw up an organization chart of 
the internal mass movement, which is loosely structured, 
rather anarchic in character, and unclear as to boundaries. 
These characteristics have given the mass movement a 
great deal of flexibility and resilience, making police 
suppression difficult. But with the unbanning of the ANC, 
the external and internal organizations have to find a way 
of merging or at least of coexisting and cooperating in the 
same sphere without coming into conflict with each other. 
A great deal of uncertainty exists as of mid-1990 about 
how this can be done. 

The history of the internal movement after 1960 
explains both the decentralized structure and some of the 
complications in its relationship with the external wing. 
Banned before a strong underground organization had 
been created, the ANC as a hierarchical structure inside 
the country virtually disappeared with the arrest of 
Mandela and his associates. The result was a political lull 
during most of the 1960s. As Gail Gerhart has phrased it, 
"Silence pervaded African political life in the 1960s to an 
extent which had not been known since the years before 
1912." 

The lull was broken by the rise of Steve Biko's Black 
Consciousness movement in the late 1960s. Black 
Consciousness spread quickly during the 1970s, drawing 
support especially among the youth and leading to a new 
wave of political agitation beginning in 1976. But police 
repression led to Biko's death in detention in September 
1977 and the banning of all 18 organizations associated 
with the Black Consciousness movement. This time, 
however, there was no long lull. Instead, the character of 
the antiapartheid movement began to change after Biko's 
death. 

The mass movement that developed during the 1980s 
was an amalgam of student and youth organizations, 
street committees, township civic associations, and labor 
unions. Although these organizations looked to the ANC 
as the symbol of the struggle ("ANC lives, ANC leads," 
proclaim thousands ofT-shirts worn by activists), they 
operated autonomously. 

Whatever coordination exists among these groups was 
eventually provided by the United Democratic Front, the 
Mass Democratic Movement, and the Congress of South 
African Trade Unions (COSATU) . Formally launched in 
August 1983 as a national umbrella organization of more 
than 400 groups (some of them umbrella organizations in 
their turn) , the UDF claimed 800 member organizations 
by 1986, despite recurrent detention of various leaders. 

COSATU, with 16 affiliated unions, was founded in 1985. 
In 1987, the Mass Democratic Movement was formed to 
coordinate more closely the activity of COSATU and the 
UDF, as well as other groups. (For a list of organizations 
loosely connected with the MOM, see The Star 
[Johannesburg], August 30, 1989.) When COSATU and 
the UDF, together with 16 other organizations, were 
banned in February 1988, the MOM was able to continue 
operating, although its spokesmen, mostly UDF and 
COSATU members, were frequently subject to arrest. 

This extremely decentralized form of organization, with 
an intricate network of crisscrossing and overlapping 
groups, was the strength of the ANC as a mass movement. 
Periodic detention of leaders and restrictions imposed on 
specific associations did not destroy the overall network or 
curb political activity. 

As long as the ANC was banned, these internal groups 
could look at it as a symbol without worrying about the 
exact nature of the relationship. Once the ANC was 
unbanned and working to create its own organization 
inside the country, there was a need to define the 
relationship. This is complicated by the difference in the 
character of the external organization, with its hierarchical 
"democratic centralism," and of the internal mass 
movement, an amalgam of hundreds of largely 
autonomous affiliates. 

The trends emerging in mid-1990 are contradictory, 
suggesting a diversity of opinions and trends that could 
easily lead to conflict. The ANC is highly dependent on 
the mass movement, which organized Mandela's reception 
and originally his schedule, provides for his security, 
marshals crowds, and transports supporters to rallies and 
demonstrations. But there are ambiguities concerning 
whether the ANC considers the mass movement as a set of 
organizations separate from itself. For example, the ANC 
delegation to the preliminary talks of May 1990 made a 
point of holding formal consultations with the UDF and 
COSATU before meeting with government 
representatives. On the other hand, the UDF members in 
the delegation were there as individuals, not as UDF 
representatives. The appointment of UDF members to the 
regional organizing committees of the ANC also raises 
questions about the separate identity of the mass 
organizations. 

The provisional ANC constitution of March 1990 
appears to assume that South Africa is an organizational 
tabula rasa. The constitution is that of a unitary party, 
with membership open only to individuals, not to other 
organizations. The document simply outlines a classical 
party structure, with local committees sending delegates to 
regional councils, and so on to the level of the National 
Executive Committee. 

There is nothing notable about such a structure-it is 
common to parties throughout the continent, no matter 
what their ideology. Adoption by the ANC, however, is 
revealing in the implicit failure to acknowledge the 
existence of the hundreds of internal organizations to 
which the Congress somehow will have to relate. The 
question is whether the ANC executive envisages their 



disappearance once the ANC's own structures are in 
place; projects their continued existence under party 
control; or is prepared to accept them as autonomous 
organizations. 

The organizations most directly challenged by the 
rebirth of the internal ANC are the UDF and SAYCO, 
whose functions appear to duplicate respectively those of 
the ANC itself and its Youth League. As a labor 
federation , COSATU does not face the prospect of 
disbanding. It does, however, face the issue of autonomy 
from, rather than subordination to, the ANC. Local 
committees organized for specific purposes-for example, 
a rent strike committee in a township-also face the long
term question of how they will relate to ANC cadres. 

As of mid-1990, the UDF appears to be vacillating 
between continued existence and dissolution. At the time 
of the ANC unbanning, there was talk of dissolution. By 
late February, the conclusion seemed to have been 
reached that the UDF should continue existing for tactical 
reasons. As the UDF's national secretary, Popo Molefe, 
phrased it: "We are not taking chances. The UDF and the 
Mass Democratic Movement have no tradition of being 
involved in the 'armed struggle' and it would be difficult to 
ban us. We could dismantle our structures, but what will 
happen if the government again bans the ANC?" Shortly 
thereafter, however, the UDF announced that the issue of 
dissolution would be discussed by its national general 
council in April. But the council meeting was not held. 
Instead, the UDF held a closed-door workshop. The only 
decision made public was that the UDF would retain its 
structures. According to Publicity Secretary Patrick 
"Terror" Lekota, the UDF will act as a watchdog once the 
ANC becomes the government and also deal with local 
issues such as rent and water supplies, to which the ANC, 
as a national political party, would not be in a position to 
give adequate attention . 

Lekota's statement glossed over the classic problem of 
the conflict between "state power" and "people's power" 
in countries where a relatively weak party faces a 
mobilized population and grass-roots organizations. To be 
sure, the ANC in 1990 is still an opposition party. It is a 
party, however, consciously preparing itself to exercise 
state power. As the UDF Programme of Action prepared 
for the April workshop phrased it, negotiations are a 
means to the "seizure of state power. " In the period 
leading up to this transition, "Building dual power should 
be the most important strategic objective of the liberation 
movement. " This would involve depriving the regime of 
monopoly over the control of all institutions and could be 
accomplished by developing "organs of people's 
power"- i.e ., grass-roots organizations such as civic 
associations. 

But the UDF recognizes a problem here. Organs of 
people's power "mushroom when a conducive set of 
ingredients exist," while the building of a party or trade 
union "requires years of painstaking work to build the 
organization increment by increment." It is for this reason, 
concluded the document, that "serious limits may exist on 
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the ability of the liberation movement to administer in 
great detail every aspect of the building of dual power"
an implicit reference to the impotence of the ANC in 
exerting management over grass-roots organizations. The 
mass movement appears to be the tiger the ANC is riding, 
not the watchdog making sure it does not stray. 

In contrast to the UDF, conscious of the difficult 
problems ahead and unable to decide whether to disband 
(the workshop concluded that the issue of disbanding 
would have to be reexamined in the future), SAYCO 
decided at its April 1990 congress to dissolve in favor of 
the ANC Youth League as soon as the ANC entity is 
reconstituted inside South Africa. SAYCO also called for 
the dissolution of the UDF in favor of the ANC. 

Because the debates at the SAYCO congress were not 
public, it is not known how controversial the issue was 
among rank and file delegates. The position clearly suited 
the top leadership, which is close to the ANC and 
obviously poised to organize the Youth League's 
leadership. It is more difficult to know to what extent it 
also suited the followers. SAYCO has about half a million 
members, organized into scores of local congresses that 
do not necessarily follow central directives, as the SAYCO 
leaders acknowledge. How readily they would submit to 
integration into a hierarchical structure and would accept 
party discipline remains an open question. 

A final issue, about which rumors abound but concrete 
information is lacking, is the relationship between the 
ANC and the SACP. The alliance between the two, 
Mandela tells his audiences, is strong and long lasting. 
SACP General Secretary Joe Slovo was a member of the 
ANC team that began prenegotiations with the 
government in May. Yet there are rumors concerning the 
growing strength of the SACP as a separate entity, and 
above all its influence over COSATU. The ANC-SACP 
relationship could become an important factor in the 
future. 

The Impact on Negotiations 
The challenges faced by the ANC since its unbanning in 
February 1990 are formidable. The three faces of the 
organization-as the symbol of the antiapartheid struggle 
with a broad appeal, as an external organization spread 
among many countries, and as a loose internal mass 
organization composed of autonomous groups-must 
somehow be reconciled with each other. This urgent 
need for internal coherence arises at the same time the 
ANC is entering into negotiations with the government 
and undertaking to change its role from a banned 
opposition movement into a legitimate party with a role in 
government. Today's ANC does not have the luxury of 
tackling one problem at a time. 

The outcome of the process of internal reorganization 
is bound to have an impact on the negotiations, 
weakening or strengthening the position of the ANC. The 
government remains anxious to establish that the ANC 
does not represent the entire black population of South 
Africa. The original strategy of promoting homeland 
leaders and traditional authorities to the rank of full 
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participants in the negotiation process ran into major 
difficulties in April1990, when all of the homeland 
leaders, except for KwaZulu's Mangosuthu Buthelezi and 
Qwaqwa's Kenneth Mopeli, honored Mandela's request 
and refused to attend a meeting with President de Klerk. 
In fact, some of the homeland leaders, including Bantu 
Holomisa of Transkei and Enos Mabuza of KaNgwane, 
have called openly for the reintegration of the homelands 
into South Africa. The government does not want to play 
other political organizations such as the more radical PAC 
and AZAPO against the ANC, and in any case both have 
thus far rejected negotiations. The major card left to the · 
government in trying to circumscribe the role of the ANC 
in the negotiations is the organization's own weaknesses. 

Even more important, the political future of South 
Africa for years to come is bound to be affected by the 
way in which the ANC handles the challenge of giving 
itself an integrated identity. The issue of the relationship 
between the external organization and the internal mass 
movement is particularly significant. ANC acceptance of 
the challenge of relating to autonomous grass-roots 

organizations without seeking to control them directly 
would provide much greater hope of a democratic future 
for South Africa than an ANC insisting on control over all 
organizations seeking a postapartheid destiny. 
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