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While a considerable amount of literature has been writ-

ten about the emergence of the contemporary African mid-
dle class and its growth, particularly since the mid -1970s, 
not enough has been written about its impact upon the Afri-
can National Congress (ANC). It is the purpose of this arti-
cle to suggest how elements of this new middle class 
emerging in the townships away from the controls of apart-
heid, contributed to the reshaping of ANC policy and how, 
in turn, the ANC influenced the political evolution of the 
township middle class.  

I revisit the arguments of authors such as Colin Bundy,1 
Anthony Marx2 and, more recently, Roger Southall.3 These 
writers have traced a shift in emphasis within ANC policy 
of the 1970s and 1980s from nation towards class. Implicit 
in the interpretations of Marx and Southall, in particular, is 
the view that the original gulf between the ANC and the 
emerging independent industrial unions, comprising 
FOSATU (Federation of South African Trade Unions) and 
eventually COSATU (Congress of South African Trade Un-
ions) was gradually bridged — the unions became mo re 
politically militant and the ANC, more working class rather 
than nation-oriented.4 While agreeing that from 1979 the 
ANC did indeed change to a more class-oriented outlook, 
my own argument is that this class outlook was only super-
ficially one of rapprochement with organized labor. More 
fundamentally, I believe it involved a much stronger identi-
fication with the aspirations of the townships and, in par-
ticular, the informal civic associations. This would both 
reflect and, in turn, further encourage a climate favoring the 
emergence, at least in the long term, of a new militant Afri-
can middle class hegemony, with the relative political mar-
ginalization of organized labor.  

In particular, I focus not simply on African middle class 
support for the ANC but, more importantly, on the role of 
urban guerrilla warfare, or “people’s war,” as a factor in 
helping transform the ANC into a movement attuned less 
specifically to the aspirations of organized labor than had 

been the case during the previous 30 years. It was notably 
the ANC, among whose constituents were elements of the 
township middle classes, which, during the 1980s, sup-
ported urban guerrilla warfare, in contrast to the 
FOSATU/COSATU industrial unions. It was in fact urban 
guerrilla warfare, and the ANC’s emphasis on mass partici-
pation in such urban warfare, which made the post-1979 
ANC increasingly more community oriented and thus by 
implication identified the movement with the townships. I 
argue that the ANC’s “community” orientation in turn gave 
it a social base quite different from that of the industrial 
unions. It was ultimately township support, including ele -
ments of the African middle classes, most notably, the civ-
ics, which would provide the ANC with its main source of 
strength. 

The first section of this article traces the link between 
the decline of urban apartheid and the development of a 
new, more assertive, African middle class. Urban apart-
heid’s decline was evidenced by the growth of local town-
ship self-government, beginning with the commercial and 
financial concessions granted to African townships in 1975, 
followed by the 1977 Community Councils Act and eventu-
ally the Black Local Authorities Act of 1982. It is argued 
that these reforms should not be seen as having been simply 
an effort to “co-opt” a middle class so as to use it as a bul-
wark against growing popular unrest. Rather, they were in 
fact a sign of growing loss of political control over the very 
class upon whose suppression apartheid had been posited. 

Section two considers certain key middle class organiza-
tions and ideologies. Attention is first drawn to the National 
African Federated Chamber of Commerce (NAFCOC). 
Focus is then placed on the parallel development of Black 
Consciousness, itself a radical middle-class political 
movement. The demis e of Black Consciousness after the 
Soweto riots of 1976, with which it was seen to have been 
associated, left its members open to new political ideas. 
Many would join the ANC, attracted by its espousal of 
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guerrilla warfare. Ultimately even the more conservative 
NAFCOC would give its support. In turn, this infusion of 
middle-class elements, including the more radical civic 
associations helped influence the ANC’s long term policies, 
encouraging it to identify increasingly with the interests of 
township middle classes and only secondarily with those of 
the ANC’s supporters among the unorganized urban poor.  

Section three describes the ANC’s changing policy of 
guerrilla warfare during the late 1970s when apartheid be-
gan to decline. After 1979, the previous policy of external, 
and perforce largely rural-based guerrilla penetration, 
would be rapidly replaced by one of internal, largely urban 
insurrection, or “people’s war.” “People’s war” would give 
the ANC credibility with the newly emerging radical mid-
dle-class civic associations. Conversely, involvement in 
township politics would influence the ANC towards an 
ideological outlook increasingly oriented primarily towards 
the township middle classes. 

Intimately linked to middle class township support for 
the ANC was the formation of the United Democratic Front 
(UDF) in 1983. Most studies see the UDF as supporting the 
ideals of the 1955 Freedom Charter, albeit not making such 
views mandatory on its membership. In section four, on the 
other hand, it is emphasized that the UDF did not simply 
popularize the Freedom Charter but in effect reinterpreted 
it. In contrast to the Freedom Charter’s commitment to 
radical socioeconomic transformation, involving a frontal 
challenge to international capitalism, the UDF’s own orien-
tation was a more limited, political one. It was largely di-
rected at the ANC’s seizure of power at township, and ulti-
mately at national level. By implication, this revolution 
would not challenge the capitalist status quo, but simply 
broaden the system’s national political constituency, until 
then largely white, to include the black middle class. 

Coinciding with these changes in the ANC’s own iden-
tity, it will be argued in the concluding section that the ANC 
would identify its strategy increasingly with achieving he-
gemony over the urban townships, including the middle 
classes in particular, and only secondarily over the black 
population as a whole, including the ANC’s own supporters 
among the unorganized urban poor. (In the longer run, the 
ANC strategy would also be encouraged by the realities of 
having to function within the post-1989 hegemony of inter-
national capitalism.) For their part, the larger independent 
industrial unions whose power bases lay in the factories 
rather than in the townships per se, would increasingly be 
seen largely as “external,” tactical allies. This was in sharp 
contrast to the “internal” organic, symbiotic role which had 
until then been played by the previous trade union federa-
tion, the South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU) 
within the traditional ANC alliance since 1955. 

The Decline of Urban Apartheid and the Shaping of a 
New African Township Middle Class (1975-1982) 

Apartheid can be defined as mid-20th century South Af-
rica’s own particular adaptation of the more conventional 
institution of segregation to the exigencies of maintaining 
control over a growing African township population, itself 
so in evidence by the late 1940s. Apartheid was distin-
guished by its system of “homelands” or “Bantustans” — 

supposedly politically autonomous or independent states, 
each with its own apparent ethnic identity. After 1948, these 
were being created from the “reserves,” or segregated land 
in the countryside, set apart earlier for Africans. In turn, all 
Africans, including in particular those domiciled in the 
townships of South Africa “proper” (outside the home-
lands), would automatically be obliged, at least legally, to 
belong to one or other of these homelands, depending on 
the individual’s own ethnic, or “tribal” origins, or those 
ascribed to him or her. The policy was formalized by the 
Bantu Homelands Citizenship Act of 1970.5 This was not 
meant to herald a massive wholesale expulsion of Africans 
to the Bantustans, but rather to increase controls over the 
townships by using the threat of possible expulsion as lev-
erage, in exchange for political conformity. The position of 
urban Africans was thus intended to become one of suffer-
ance rather than one of rights.6 Homelands would in effect 
become dumping grounds not only for the unemployed but 
also for the politically disaffected.7 

Apartheid thus served as a form of political and admin -
istrative control over vitally needed urban and rural labor. 
By subjecting the townships to Bantu Affairs Administra-
tion Boards8 (BAABs), as well as indirectly to the home-
lands, the South African state could control the township 
inhabitants, and the African middle class in particular, in 
such a way as to prevent the spread among them of any 
political radicalization. Notably, the activities and influence 
of the ANC and its ally, the South African Communist Party 
(SACP) were banned.9  

The townships were controlled not only administratively 
and politically but economically as well. It was obvious that 
were the townships to grow economically to any significant 
degree, they would thereby gain political influence as well. 
This would mean either that they would seek to cut their 
political ties to the economically stagnant homelands or else 
seek to dominate these same homelands. Either course 
would of course ipso facto undermine the very rationale of 
apartheid. For this policy to succeed, of course, the growth 
of the African middle classes in the townships had to be 
discouraged as well. This involved numerous trading re-
strictions and, in particular, denial of meaningful access to 
credit. On the other hand, small scale African business in 
the homelands was encouraged.10 During apartheid’s hey-
day, prior to the late 1970s, there was almost no rich “bour-
geois” class in the townships. Rather, the African middle 
class could be more appropriately termed lower middle 
class or “petty bourgeois”: in particular teachers, ministers 
of religion, nurses and civil servants, as well as clerks in 
private industry, small scale traders, taxi owners and inde-
pendent artisans.11 Much of this has been termed “bazaar 
capitalism.”12 

The official apartheid policy towards the township mid -
dle class appears to have begun to change from 1975. 
Firstly, Africans were allowed to obtain 30-year leaseholds 
on stands in townships.13 Secondly, urban Africans were 
now allowed to form business partnerships. Thirdly, 
NAFCOC was permitted to set up, in partnership with white 
capital, an African Bank. The bank, in turn, was authorized 
to establish branches in urban areas, with its head office in 
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the center of Johannesburg, in contravention of the Group 
Areas Act, which mandated urban segregation. Until then, 
the only source of finance for African entrepreneurs had 
been the state-owned Bantu Investment Corporation, set up 
in 1959 to assist homeland entrepreneurs. From now on 
township inhabitants, including township entrepreneurs, in 
particular, could benefit from financial backing.14 The gov-
ernment stipulated that the African Bank had to open a 
branch in the homelands for every urban branch it opened.15 
Yet this did not vitiate the fact that the very measures of 
opening up the possibility of township economic expansion 
in itself posed a threat to homeland hegemony over the 
township population, at least in the longer run. 

Although these reforms occurred prior to the 1976 
Soweto revolt, it is probable that the revolt lent itself to the 
justification of further reforms, thereby serving as a power-
ful and dramatic catalyst. The granting of 30-year lease-
holds was followed in 1978 by the granting of 99-year 
leaseholds. In contrast to their 30-year predecessors, the 99-
year leaseholds could often be treated in practice as free-
holds in the sense that they were used as security for mort-
gages from building societies. This reduced their would be 
purchasers’ dependence upon the BAABs which for 30-year 
leases had been their sole source of loans. Moreover, 
whereas the 30-year leases could be cancelled if owners 
became unemployed for a continuous period or lost their 
rights of residence, no such limitations existed under the 
new dispensation.16 Such a reform could only further secure 
the position of the emerging African middle class. 

This new policy of township stabilization in turn was 
accompanied and further consolidated by the beginnings, 
however modest, of township autonomy. The Community 
Councils Act of 1977 for the first time gave African town-
ships a certain amount of self-government, even though 
they were subordinated to the white Minister of Coopera-
tion and Development who could grant and withdraw pow-
ers at will.17 The Councils provided housing, both for mi-
grant laborers as well as for more permanent residents, 
allocated trading sites and provided essential township ser-
vices such as the provision of water, refuse and sewerage 
removal and road maintenance.18 By providing housing as 
well as preventing illegal occupation and building of dwell-
ing (“squatting”), moreover, the Councils also became in-
volved in enforcing influx control of Africans trying to mi-
grate from the homelands into the townships.19 In fact, 
Community Councils, while entrusted with influx controls, 
did so often with reservations.20 After all, they represented 
not only permanent residents but also migrant laborers hav-
ing also been denied permanent residence under influx con-
trol and therefore domiciled in hostels. Both categories 
were entitled to vote in most council elections.21 Thus this 
very concept of township municipal rights, however partial 
and incomplete, challenged the homelands’ ultimate sover-
eignty over urban Africans,22 and thus, implicitly, over the 
urban African middle class. 

The powers and influence of the township middle class 
were further increased with the Black Local Authorities Act 
of 1982. Community Councils were often upgraded to 
Town Councils and these became independent of ministerial 

intervention, thereby, acquiring the same legal status as 
white municipalities.23 Like white municipalities, these 
Town Councils, in contrast to their predecessors, could also 
own immovable property.24 However, in contrast, ordinary 
township inhabitants were still deprived of such a right.25  

Community and Town Councils have been described as 
essentially supporting the apartheid status quo by lacking 
sufficient power, as well as a realistic tax base, and in gen-
eral being a poor substitute for full participation in the na-
tional representative system.26 Yet such criticisms beg the 
question: was their lack of democracy indeed tantamount to 
being “Bantustan governments writ small” 27 and “an exten-
sion of apartheid through black faces”?28 Like the 30-year 
and 99-year leases and the establishment of an African 
Bank, Councils served to help build up a new African mid-
dle class, the very class whose expansion apartheid had 
most obviously acted against. For example, getting elected 
as councilors was seen by African businesspeople as crucial 
so as to exert control over the allocation of trading sites, as 
well as facilitating lobbying in higher government circles 
for further politico-economic concessions.29 Viewed in this 
light, the reforms of 1975-1982 were helping the growth of 
a new middle class, committed to eroding apartheid, albeit 
also without obtaining meaningful broader democratic 
rights for the masses. Thus, although the African middle 
class of the late 1970s and early 1980s has been seen as 
being able to “grow in both size and power within the pa-
rameters of apartheid,”30 its commitment to capitalism in 
fact served as a spur to abolish the apartheid system. The 
“co-option” label was applicable rather to the homeland 
middle class, itself by definition committed to apartheid.  

Two Roads to Political Radicalism: The National Afri-
can Federated Chamber of Commerce and the Soweto 
Civics Association 

During the 1970s and 1980s, the largest and best-known 
African business organization was NAFCOC, whose presi-
dent since 1968 was S. M. Motsuenyane.31 Until the mid-
1980s, it would be closely linked to the Nationalist gov-
ernment, if only because it represented African business-
people not only in the townships but also in the homelands. 
The government, in fact, appears to have treated NAFCOC 
as the de facto official representative of African business 
interests.32 By the mid-1980s, however, NAFCOC would 
begin seriously to affiliate itself with the ANC. 

Originally known as the National African Chamber of 
Commerce, under government pressure the organization 
changed its name to NAFCOC in 1969. While it still re -
tained the name “National,” it added the term “Federated,” 
thereby implicitly recognizing that some of its constituent 
associations would be the homelands themselves.33 Yet this 
concession was one of political expediency and in the long 
run, the “national” aspect would reemerge, particularly 
from 1975 when government policy towards the homelands 
began to change in the interest of economic expediency. 

To NAFCOC, close association with the homelands was 
desirable not simply to appease the government politically 
but in the longer run, in order to develop, and thereby 
dominate, the homelands economically in pursuit of 
NAFCOC’s own national ambitions. Conversely, NAFCOC 
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opposed the homeland-oriented Bantu Investment Corpora-
tion, established in 1959, which it saw as an ally of home-
land as opposed to township economic interests.34 Rather 
than being “co-opted” by apartheid, NAFCOC’s attitude 
towards the homelands anticipated, on a far broader scale, 
the government’s own changing attitude. From 1979, Preto-
ria would begin officially to support policies of integrating 
homelands into the broader national economy via so-called 
“development regions,” even at the risk of thereby reducing 
the bantustans’ political and economic autonomy.35 

The middle class memb ers of an organization such as 
NAFCOC saw themselves not simply as entrepreneurs but 
as community leaders. They were in a sense self-appointed 
representatives of the townships as a whole, and models to 
which the township poor could aspire.36 What was evident 
was the “desire and necessity for the emergent capitalist 
stratum to mobilize the financial resources of the entire 
black community and to use it for its own advantage.”37 
Implicitly this suggests that they would oppose trade union 
organizations, not simp ly on wage issues but as potential 
political rivals for hegemony over the township inhabitants. 
From seeing themselves as township leaders, it would be 
only another step to seeing the township as representing the 
African nation itself. In the longer run, by the 1980s, this 
would make nationalist movements such as the ANC in-
creasingly appealing to the African middle class. 

NAFCOC’s nationalist penchant reflected itself also in 
its concept of relations with white commercial interests. On 
the one hand, NAFCOC businesspeople depended on white 
capital both for investment and for managerial skills, par-
ticularly in the financial, manufacturing and construction 
worlds. On the other hand, this was to be limited to African 
enterprises in the white central business districts. 
NAFCOC’s me mbers opposed unrestricted penetration of 
white financial investments both in the homelands and in 
the townships, areas in which NAFCOC felt its own inter-
ests should enjoy priority. Moreover, African/white partner-
ships were allowed only provided Africans held a control-
ling, majority share. In the retail and wholesale sectors, 
where African business was more established and white 
support thus less essential, NAFCOC opposed any partner-
ships outright, fearing the white partners’ superior manage-
rial skills and contacts.38  

NAFCOC’s strategy transcended its struggle against 
simply the economic and legal limitations of apartheid. Be-
yond the legal obstacles which, from 1975, were rapidly 
being dismantled, were the structural ones inherent in the 
capitalist system itself. Eager to support a nonracial, capi-
talist system, NAFCOC, as its name implied, wanted to join 
the system, but on its own terms, so as to counterbalance 
the advantages of the white establishment in terms of capi-
tal, technical expertise and size.39 In this sense, its policies 
would anticipate the policies of “affirmative action” and 
“black empowerment” condoned by the post-1994 ANC 
government.  

Ultimately, NAFCOC would begin to seek closer rela -
tions with the ANC, particularly from about 1985, while 
distancing itself from its traditional policy of participating 
in community councils.40 This, however, was not simply as 

a result of pressure from recent township unrest in which 
the ANC was intimately involved.41 More fundamentally, as 
I shall subsequently argue in greater detail, this would be 
greatly facilitated by the ANC’s own newly emerging toler-
ance of neo-liberal capitalist tenets, as well as its increasing 
identification with the aspirations of the township middle 
classes. 

At the same time, NAFCOC’s ideological outlook was 
not shared by all of the township middle class. Of the or-
ganizations challenging NAFCOC’s support of councils42 
the best known and perhaps the most influential would be 
the so-called Committee of Ten. It was formed in 1977 and 
was a precursor of the Soweto Civics Association. In par-
ticular, the Committee of Ten opposed community council 
elections because they were not part of a more general, uni-
tary state with the franchise open to all South African in-
habitants.43 According to the chairman of the Committee of 
Ten, Nthato Motlana, the aim was to gain a certain measure 
of control over Soweto with the intention of eventually us-
ing this to spearhead a nation-wide political movement.44 
This is in fact what would be happening by 1983, with the 
nation-wide political movement in this case being the UDF, 
closely associated with the ANC. 

Motlana, originally a medical doctor, but also a busi-
nessperson, fully supported capitalism and, in particular, the 
African middle class.45 He does not seem to have been par-
ticularly favorably disposed to the South African Commu-
nist Party (SACP) or towards left-wing intellectuals associ-
ated with the independent trade union movement.46 At the 
same time, he was an anomaly. By the late 1970s he was 
relatively well to do, and thus hardly typical of the lower-
ranking professionals and small-scale traders that character-
ized the African middle class at that time. If anything, in his 
relatively affluent circumstances, he would, in retrospect, 
foreshadow the new African bourgeoisie of the 1980s and, 
particularly, the 1990s. His links with the relatively non-
business, more professionally oriented Committee of Ten 
suggests that it may have been his medical background 
rather than his business connections, which originally made 
him acceptable to this political organization. In turn, the 
Committee’s own middle class and largely professional 
orientation made it responsive to the main radical African 
ideological movement of the 1970s, Black Consciousness.47 

Black Consciousness appealed largely to the townships, 
rather than the countryside. Its best known organizations 
(before their banning in 1977), the South African Students 
Organization and the Black Peoples Convention, consisted 
especially of university students and lower-ranking profes-
sionals, including school teachers, nurses, ministers of re-
lig ion and civil servants.48 Reflecting the views of its town-
ship middle class constituency, Black Consciousness 
opposed homeland domination of the townships, going so 
far, in contrast to NAFCOC, of even eschewing any contact 
with the homeland ruling establishment.49 At the same time, 
Black Consciousness supported some form of modified 
capitalism, favorable to the African middle class, pari passu 
with the nationalization of white big business, notably the 
expropriation of large farms and the nationalization of 
banks and mining conglomerates.50 Ties with organized 
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labor were weak and the labor arm of the movement, the 
Black Allied Workers Union, was relatively ineffective and 
marginal to the movement.51 

By 1979, the Committee of Ten had evolved into the ex-
ecutive committee of the Soweto Civic Association. The 
Association had been founded at least in part to coordinate 
mass protest against rent increases announced by the 
Soweto Urban Council.52 Like its predecessor, the larger 
Soweto Civic Association, and township civics in general, it 
appeared to have had a largely middle class, professional 
and white-collar membership. It had little active support 
from organized labor, shack dwellers or migrant workers, 
which was again much on the pattern of the original Co m-
mittee of Ten, but with a broader popular base among the 
rank and file members.53 According to one source, “civics 
were seen as representing the ‘community,’ which in prac-
tice meant the stronger, more articulate and educated, less 
cautious township residents.”54  

At the same time, the civics represented the only organ-
ized power base within the townships, outside of NAFCOC. 
NAFCOC appealed to a more limited audience of largely 
small entrepreneurs, an increasing number of whom were 
no longer necessarily located within the townships. The 
newly developing independent unions, for their part, were 
at a disadvantage in the sense that their membership was 
more heterogeneous and their places of congregation dis-
persed throughout South Africa, according to wherever a 
given place of industrial employment, whether a factory or 
a mine, might be. Moreover the civics, although middle 
class oriented, could also appeal to a broader constituency, 
including the poor. In contrast to the unions, whose imme-
diate demands were perforce of interest first of all to their 
members, the civics appealed to broader township interests 
through demands such as more housing and rent control. 
While many of the poor were either not able or not neces-
sarily interested to join trade unions, all of them could hope 
for the possibility, however uncertain, of decent housing 
and rent control. Furthermore, the more nationalistic de-
mands of the civics, transcending immediate material inter-
ests, held a less tangible but therefore more universal ap-
peal. Even later on, when the unions would become more 
oriented towards township and broader political issues, their 
trade union core identity would continue to handicap what-
ever relevance they might have to the broader urban 
masses.  

Eventually, the Soweto Civic Association would aban-
don Black Consciousness and, like other civics, give its 
support to the ANC and to the legal UDF. 55 Whereas the 
segregationist attitude of Black Consciousness made sense, 
if only as a reaction to apartheid, this same attitude would 
cease to be functional with apartheid’s steady and relatively 
rapid decay after 1975. To the township middle classes, the 
ANC potentially held certain key advantages over Black 
Consciousness. In contrast to Black Consciousness, the 
ANC, although also committed to African nationalism, en-
couraged contacts between Africans and whites. This was 
crucial for the civics, which had constantly to negotiate 
with the white power structure, including liberal white op-
position groups.56 

Moreover, contact with whites was advantageous not 
only for political and commercial reasons, but also in order 
to obtain weapons against the Pretoria regime. The ANC 
had close ties, from late 1961,57 with the Soviet Bloc, which 
provided weapons and military training permitting the ANC 
to wage guerrilla warfare. After the banning of Black Con-
sciousness organizations in 1977, many former members of 
the South African Student Organization fled abroad to join 
the ANC’s military wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK). Yet 
the ANC’s guerrilla campaign appealed not only to students 
but also probably to the broader township population, in-
cluding elements of the middle class.58 The Soweto Civics 
Association generally supported the ANC’s campaign of 
violence, including armed warfare, if only as a desirable 
means of pressuring radical political reform. In particular, 
speaking in 1980, it approved of the ANC’s recent armed 
sabotage of the SASOL 1 fuel-from-coal storage tanks, see-
ing it as an effective way to force the government to begin 
serious political negotiations with the ANC.59 This article 
will now address the role of the ANC’s policy of “armed 
struggle” in helping to forge ties between the townships and 
the ANC. 

The Transformation of the ANC: The Transfer of Guer-
rilla Warfare to the Townships and the ANC’s Alliance 
with the Civics 

The ANC’s turn to guerrilla warfare in 1961 with the 
founding of MK is generally viewed as a sharp break from 
previous ANC policy. Indeed, the move was itself a reaction 
to the banning of the ANC a year before. As the ANC 
would later point out, the anti-apartheid struggles of the 
1950s had hardly been peaceful, but the violence had been 
unorganized and limited to riots and street fights. Armed 
confrontation would now become an official policy with 
violence organized into guerrilla warfare.60 As mentioned 
above, it was also from then on that the ANC would estab-
lish strong diplomatic and military ties with the Soviet 
Bloc. Of at least equal significance was that, following the 
bannings, the entire internal organization of the ANC was 
destroyed with the arrest of most of its leadership at 
Rivonia in 1963. This left only the newly formed exile or-
ganization intact.61 Already from 1961, however, irrespec-
tive of what would happen at Rivonia, it had apparently 
been decided to pursue primarily a guerrilla strategy whose 
bases would be located outside the country and whose ter-
rain of operations would be primarily in the South African 
countryside.62 This was also in marked contrast with the 
prima rily internally based, urban setting for the radical 
ANC-aligned movements of the 1950s. Not before 1979, at 
the earliest, with the gradual loosening of apartheid con-
trols, would the guerrilla warfare policy change to empha-
size the townships and general urban areas. 

The Portuguese decolonization of Angola and Mozam-
bique and its replacement by pro-Soviet regimes in both 
countries during 1974-75 is often considered as a turning 
point in the ANC’s policy of guerrilla warfare. For the first 
time, it became possible to infiltrate guerrillas into South 
Africa with some reasonable success. MK soon obtained 
the use of several training camps in Angola while it also 
gained its first military infiltration route into South Africa 
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from Mozambique through Swaziland.63 From 1974 too, 
MK began to develop urban guerrilla cells to prepare for 
warfare in the towns, including the black townships, and no 
longer just in the countryside. These seem to have been 
largely in the Johannesburg area.64 However, the ANC still 
saw this as largely an extension of guerrilla warfare in the 
countryside,65 rather than as a fundamental shift in focus to 
the cities.  

Likewise, although the 1976 Soweto uprising appeared 
to challenge MK’s traditional emphasis on rural guerrilla 
warfare, seen largely in military terms, in fact, there was no 
significant attempt to change strategy for at least another 
two years. Rather, Soweto, like the earlier Portuguese with-
drawal from Angola and Mozambique, was interpreted as 
simply increasing the opportunities of traditional guerrilla 
incursions by the ANC into South Africa. Urban incursions, 
for their part, were meant to be short term and seen primar-
ily in military, rather than political terms.66 Only with the 
decline of apartheid during the second half of the 1970s, 
would the ANC’s fundamental outlook begin to change. 

This change in policy was first announced in 1979 in a 
report to the ANC National Executive Committee, the so-
called “Green Book,” first completed in March and then 
officially accepted the following August.67 Its two most 
obvious innovations were first shifting guerrilla warfare 
from its previous focus in the countryside to an urban, par-
ticularly township orientation.68 Secondly, guerrilla warfare 
was from now on to be less of a purely military concept. 
Rather, it would become part of a broader spectrum of in-
surgency, including links to legal and “semi -legal” mass 
political organizations.69 Appropriately, it became known as 
“people’s war.”70 

In particular, the ANC’s urban strategy would orient it -
self towards the newly established civic associations71 
which, as already mentioned, were heavily influenced by 
their middle -class constituents.72 The civics were particu-
larly suitable as allies since they not only formed a natural 
opposition to the government, but also represented the most 
influential grass-roots organizations within the townships. 
The long-term significance of this new alliance should not 
be underestimated. Firstly, it would mean the conversion of 
the civics to the ANC. Even more importantly, such an alli-
ance would entail the ANC’s transformation into a move-
ment responsive to the civics and their daily needs and 
problems. Like the civics, the ANC would be involved in 
local township community issues. Notably, both the civics 
and the ANC would attack local government institutions 
such as township community council elections.73 Ult i-
mately, this would imply the transformation of the ANC 
into an organization of predominantly middle class, as op-
posed to multi-class, orientation — the scaling down of the 
ANC’s institutional ties, predominantly through SACTU, 
with sections of organized labor. These ties, for the previous 
quarter of a century, had been so close as to be symbiotic, 
forming an organic whole within the Congress Alliance. 

In its efforts to gain the allegiance of the township in-
habitants, the ANC used a considerable amount of armed 
violence, as implied in the concept of “people’s war.” This 
approach, in turn, was condoned by the ANC’s legal coun-

terpart, the UDF,74 itself representing the local civic asso-
ciations. The majority of armed attacks appear to have been 
in the townships and the white urban central business dis-
tricts.75 Their aim was often to show political support for 
causes champ ioned by the civics. For example, sabotage of 
a railway line in 1980 was apparently to show support for a 
work stay-away campaign organized by the Soweto Civic 
Association as protest against rent increases. Again, in May 
1982, a bomb exploded at the building housing the Presi-
dent’s Council, in which discussions were proceeding on 
the proposed new constitution, which sought to establish a 
tricameral parliament, denying representation for Africans. 
The bomb explosion also coincided with public criticism of 
the constitutional proposals on the part of the Soweto Civic 
Association, coupled with warnings of impending violence. 
More direct tactics were also used. In the wake of elections 
to new black local authorities held in November 1983, there 
were a number of petrol bomb attacks on black local gov-
ernment councilors.76 

Related to the concept of “people’s war” was that of 
“people’s power.” It too, like people’s war, was closely 
identified with the civics. But whereas people’s war was 
seen in quasi-military terms, people’s power, although, like 
people’s war often carried out with violence, related par-
ticularly to the administration of the townships. Particularly 
in the wake of the collapse of community councils during 
1985-86, township civics and “youth organizations,” acting 
in a similar capacity (and like the civics, affiliated to the 
pro-ANC UDF) often took over. These provided not only 
local administration but also the carrying out of civil and 
criminal justice through “peoples’ courts.” In Mamelodi 
Township, for example, the youth organizations were set up 
on each street and meted out justice, including death sen-
tences, through disciplinary committees.77  

Although the ANC’s campaign of armed urban violence 
was never of major, let alone decisive, military significance, 
its political role cannot be overestimated. People’s war and 
people’s  power gave the ANC credibility in the townships 
because it served to link it with the civics, themselves rep-
resenting a new and increasingly hegemonic African middle 
class. At the same time, “people’s war” would serve further 
to distinguish the ANC’s identity from that of its rivals, not 
only Black Consciousness78 but also the emerging FOSATU 
labor movement. Among the movements advocating, via 
universal suffrage, the eventual replacement of white rule, 
the ANC’s advocacy of armed struggle, however modest its 
proportions, would increasingly bestow upon it a distinctive 
claim to represent a viable alternative to the regime in 
power. 79 This claim to a distinctive identity and, therefore, 
destiny would be permanent, persisting even after the un-
ions established an informal alliance with the ANC, with 
the founding of COSATU at the end of 1985.  

The UDF and the Reinterpretation of the Freedom 
Charter: From Multi-Class to Middle-Class Hegemony 

The alliance between the civics and the ANC, consoli-
dated through people’s war and people’s power, would 
eventually realize itself through the founding of the UDF in 
1983. In turn, this would entail a fundamental reinterpreta-
tion of the original Freedom Charter — the basic tenets of 
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the ANC’s ideological outlook — in the form in which 
these had existed between 1955 and 1979. Whereas the 
1955 Freedom Charter had represented a multi-class alli-
ance between the black middle class and black organized 
labor, 80 it will be argued that by 1983, the UDF was reinter-
preting the Charter in a manner more appropriate to the 
middle class and less to the needs of organized labor. 

Although the Freedom Charter has been described as 
non-socialist81 and as moderate on economic issues,82 it in 
fact advocated a very radical restructuring of the South Af-
rican economy at the expense of large-scale white and for-
eign capitalist interests.83 This would have meant the na-
tionalization of these assets which would allegedly be to the 
benefit of not only organized labor but also of African en-
trepreneurs, as it would re move competition within the do-
mestic market from domestic and multinational corpora-
tions. In turn, nationalization would imply perforce the 
substantial loosening of ties between South Africa and the 
international capitalist economy.84 In contrast, from the 
1980s the ANC’s strategy of overthrowing white rule would 
increasingly be posited on the support of international, and 
perforce also national, big capitalist interests. The aim now 
would be to permit the increasingly beleaguered South Af-
rican national economy to “reintegrate” into the interna-
tional capitalist world by means of the ANC’s coming to 
power. 

At the time of its creation, particularly during the late 
1950s and early 1960s, the type of society that the Freedom 
Charter envisaged was hardly unique. It  essentially envis-
aged joining the so-called “non-aligned” bloc of countries, 
such as Egypt, India, Indonesia, and Ghana.85 All such 
countries maintained multi-class societies, including their 
native bourgeoisie. In addition, they were committed to 
foreign policies purs uing economic independence from the 
international capitalist powers, most notably the United 
States and Britain. This, in effect, made them sympathetic 
to the Soviet Bloc, while continuing to maintain non-
socialist, multi-class societies.86 This was in sharp contrast 
to the increasingly and predominantly middle class outlook 
that the ANC would begin to assume during the 1980s. 

ANC policy during the 1955-1979 period was marked 
by obvious major discontinuities taking place around 1961. 
In particular, these included the shift to armed struggle, 
with the focus outside the towns; and, to facilitate this, the 
establishment of close diplomatic and military links with 
the Soviet Union in particular. However, it can be argued 
that even these discontinuities were overshadowed by the 
Freedom Charter’s decisive imprint. Notably, after 1961, 
the identification with Afro-Asian non-alignment, and the 
concomitant hostility towards American and British imperi-
alism was maintained.87 Given this foreign policy outlook, 
in existence since 1955, the more recent ties with the Soviet 
Union seemed only natural and to have been expected. 
Even the issue of guerrilla warfare was interpreted as a 
natural evolution of the 1950s policy. With some merit, it 
was argued that the Freedom Charter was revolutionary and 
that the ANC and its allies were carrying out this revolution 
in the only way possible, which was by armed struggle, 
given the Nationalist government’s intransigent attitude.88 It 

is significant that Joe Slovo, who was appointed by the 
SACP in 1961 to set up the MK guerrilla organization, had 
himself played a key role in writing the Freedom Charter. 
Nelson Mandela was likewise involved in drafting the 
Freedom Charter,89 and had written an authoritative com-
mentary on the Charter shortly after its appearance.90 He 
had been Slovo’s ANC counterpart in helping set up MK.91 
As in foreign policy and even guerrilla warfare, the ANC’s 
internal policies after 1961 appeared to continue the path 
originally traced for them by the Freedom Charter and 
would continue to do so during the 1960s and 1970s. Thus 
the policy of nationalization of major industries was explic -
itly maintained.92  

The ANC also continued to support the Freedom Char-
ter’s multi-class approach, albeit based on greatly reduced 
cadres. The working-class, particularly the trade unions, 
were strongly endorsed, provided that their interests did not 
conflict with those of national liberation, which included 
middle class interests as well.93 Of course, the ANC and its 
close left-wing allies, the SACP and SACTU, were during 
this post-1961 period, largely skeletons of their former 
selves. It is generally accepted that SACTU lost much of its 
significance, particularly by 1964,94 after the arrests at 
Rivonia. Yet this did not necessarily tilt the ANC’s class 
composition in favor of the middle class. After all, the ban-
ning of the ANC, by condemning it to exile, deprived it not 
only of most of its labor support, but also of support from 
the middle class, many of whom would soon shift their al-
legiance to Black Consciousness. Only by the end of the 
1970s and early 1980s would the middle class begin to re-
turn to the ANC. In contrast, SACTU’s loss of labor support 
would be permanent since the rise of the independent un-
ions during the 1970s provided a more appealing alterna-
tive.  

The Freedom Charter’s multi-class outlook began to be 
seriously challenged with the general change in ANC pol-
icy, symbolized by the 1979 Green Book’s commitment to 
people’s war. In its appeal to form semi-legal and legal or-
ganizations, leading to a broad national “popular front,” the 
Green Book envisioned what would, in 1983, be known as 
the UDF. 95 Central to the UDF’s ideology would be the en-
couragement of mass participation, allegedly regardless of 
specific socioeconomic or ideological outlook. According 
to the UDF’s initial Declaration, adopted at its January 1983 
conference, the members were expected to subscribe only 
to the national liberation struggle opposing white domina-
tion, and to seek a unified state based on the principles of 
equal suffrage for all.96 It has often been assumed that the 
UDF directly supported the Freedom Charter as originally 
conceptualized in 1955, but did not dogmatically impose it 
upon prospective members.97 Another point of view goes 
further, sugges ting that in fact the UDF was “nonideologi-
cal,” avoiding controversial aims for the sake of unity and 
mass mobilization.98 It can be argued, however, that this 
spirit of “compromise” was itself a sign of a new ideologi-
cal direction away from the Freedom Charter, and thus a 
retreat from confrontation with white, and especially inter-
national, capitalism. 

Far from simply pursuing “a fundamentally non-
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ideological target of strategic unity,”99 the UDF in reality 
was subscribing to a predominantly urban middle class, 
particularly petty bourgeois, agenda. The UDF’s leadership, 
for example, like that of the Soweto Civics Association, and 
other civics, consisted mostly of professionals, white collar 
workers and students. Much less represented were business 
people (in contrast to NAFCOC) or industrial workers.100 At 
the same time, the UDF was hardly closed to businesspeo-
ple, as indicated by the prominence of Motlana in UDF 
politics and subsequently by the affiliation of NAFCOC.101 
It is true that many members of the UDF may well have 
professed a strong preference for socialism, 102 but this must 
have reflected more an ideal than a realistic expectation. 
Indeed, none of the major independent unions comprising 
FOSATU ever seem to have joined the UDF. Likewise, 
COSATU, upon its formation in 1985, committed itself to 
the same policy of non-participation as its predecessor.103 
Conversely, the UDF and the civics were active particularly 
in the townships, rather than in the factories.104  

The Changing Relationship Between the ANC and Or-
ganized Labor  

In tandem with the UDF’s (and thus also the ANC’s) 
growing identification with the township middle class, was 
the further decline of the labor wing of the ANC alliance, 
SACTU. SACTU had originally been founded in 1955 and 
almost immediately joined the ANC’s newly-established 
Congress Alliance. Its trade union role in the alliance was to 
become much reduced after the move to armed struggle in 
1961, which saw many of its members join MK. Yet to 
many of its members, the shift appeared natural.105 Thus, 
senior regional SACTU officials became senior regional 
commanders. For example, Moses Mabhida, a leading 
SACTU unionist, would become MK political commis-
sar.106 As one authority has emphasized, “virtually the entire 
leadership of SACTU Umkhonto we Sizwe.”107 After all, 
SACTU had from the start been heavily involved with ANC 
political activity including, most notably, involvement in 
the anti pass law campaign of 1959-1960, culminating in 
the Sharpeville crisis of March 1960 and the banning of the 
ANC.108 Appropriately, the ANC would subsequently link 
the failure of mass strikes (presumably by SACTU in par-
ticular) to the resort to armed struggle in 1961.109  

Although much of SACTU’s membership was arrested 
by 1963, in the wake of Rivonia, because of its close asso-
ciation with MK, its links with MK would continue, albeit 
mainly as a recruiting ground.110 The fact that SACTU from 
now on appeared only a “shadow” of its former self should 
not be seen as simply a problem for SACTU but was, after 
all, paradigmatic of the entire ANC alliance movement, at 
that time in profound crisis. Even more serious, therefore, 
was the fact that it would remain marginal even after 1979, 
when the ANC actually began rapidly to grow again. There 
were two reasons for this. First, and more obviously, was 
the growth of “independent” trade unions. These had been 
active since the early 1970s, but their growth was greatly 
encouraged in 1979, as a result of the state labor reforms 
(itself part of apartheid’s decline) which, for the first time, 
granted A frican labor unions official recognition. And while 
a number of much smaller “community” unions also 

emerged, whose allegiance was to the ANC and thus also to 
SACTU, these were greatly overshadowed by the inde-
pendent trade unions, which from 1979 were organized as 
FOSATU. By 1985 they would be absorbed by FOSATU’s 
successor federation, COSATU.111 A second factor must 
have been the simu ltaneous change in ANC guerrilla policy 
to “people’s war.” People’s war radically differed from its 
predecessor, the guerrilla strategy waged during the 1960s 
and 1970s. It was not a simple, military concept, centrally 
organized by the ANC alliance hierarchy, but involved the 
township community, and thus was intimately related to 
people’s power and people’s courts. As a result, the role of 
SACTU, itself always part of the traditionally more central-
ized ANC alliance, correspondingly diminished while that 
of the middle class-oriented civics grew. 

Nor was SACTU’s influence within ANC circles simply 
replaced by that of the FOSATU or, later, COSATU inde-
pendent unions. The unions themselves were interested in 
influencing the ANC but not if they would have first to ac-
cept subordination. As a result, the growing influence of the 
township middle class was not challenged. Although, 
through such organizations as the UDF, the ANC had many 
supporters among the urban poor,112 these remained without 
any organized leadership of their own and thus with com-
mensurately less influence. The term “independent” in this 
context has usually been interpreted as referring to unions 
independent of interference from state and white unions.113 
In fact, to the unions, the term connoted also independence 
from ANC and SACTU control. This position was made 
clear in the by now well known speech of FOSATU’s gen-
eral secretary, Joe Foster, in 1982, at the federation’s second 
congress. Foster’s argument was that although the new un-
ions should indeed get involved in wider politics, they 
should do so while maintaining their organizational auton-
omy. A mass popular organization such as the ANC was to 
be treated with circumspection. The ANC, while part of the 
popular struggle against the Nationalist government, was 
avoiding confronting capitalism, both because it repre-
sented classes outside of the interests of organized labor and 
because it sought to appease the major Western powers.114 
Two and a half years later, in late 1984, the independent 
unions would finally join the UDF, civics and youth organi-
zations, in mass demonstrations against the government. In 
contrast to SACTU, however, the unions did so not as close 
allies, let alone subordinates, marching in step with the 
townships and the ANC, but largely because they felt they 
were strong enough to participate out of choice and thus 
retain their autonomy and freedom of action.115 

Although, soon after its founding COSATU recognized 
the ANC’s leadership in the liberation struggle,116 their rela-
tionship remained informal. Nor was the alliance between 
COSATU and the ANC completely tangible or stable, if 
only because the ANC, in contrast to COSATU, would still 
be banned for the next five years, while the UDF and the 
civics were then being crushed by the first state of emer-
gency, enacted in July 1985. Even after their alliance be-
came official as a result of the ANC’s unbanning in 1991, it 
remained a loose, external alliance between two different 
organizations, each with its own separate history. In con-
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trast, SACTU had, in 1955, immediately after its founding, 
joined an alliance led by what was, in comparison, a much 
older and more established ANC. This gave the ANC pri-
macy in the alliance and made both organizations, in effect 
parts of an all-encompassing whole, the Congress Alliance. 

Moreover, in contrast to the ANC’s continuing policy of 
armed struggle, even while it was negotiating with the Wes t 
for an orderly transference of power, COSATU would con-
tinue the independent unions’ traditional policy of eschew-
ing any resort to arms.117 To the unions, after all, accepting 
participation in the armed struggle would have meant sub-
ordinating themselves to ANC policy, as had SACTU be-
fore them. Avoiding people’s war was the logical corollary 
to Foster’s 1982 caveat against involvement in community 
struggles without maintaining a separate organizational 
base.118 This organizational divergence, however, could 
only help, especially in the long run, to reinforce the ANC’s 
growing identity of interests with its middle class constitu-
ents. The hegemony of the middle class would emerge at 
the expense of organized labor, and also at the expense, 
ultimately, of the ANC’s own supporters among the unor-
ganized urban poor.  

Whereas the Freedom Charter had explicitly challenged 
international capital through its program of nationalization, 
the ANC, by the beginning of the 1980s, was already pursu-
ing a policy of rapprochement with the capitalist West, par-
allel with the lessening of SACTU’s influence. In 1981, 
ANC president, Oliver Tambo assured leaders of United 
States corporations and banks that their presence in an 
ANC-ruled state would be welcome. Similar talks with rep-
resentatives of British capital were held during this pe-
riod.119 Already at the ANC’s Second National Consultative 
Conference in Kabwe, Zambia, in June 1985, it had been 
communicated to the delegates that South African business 
interests were eager to initiate informal contacts. Contacts 
actually began to take place three months later in Lusaka. 
By this time comprehensive sanctions had in fact been im-
posed by the United States, in reaction to the South African 
government’s imposition of a state of emergency to counter 
the growing labor and township unrest. Simultaneously, 
secret negotiations began with the South African govern-
ment itself.120 The ANC’s growing rapprochement with 
international and domestic big business coincided with the 
Soviet Union’s demise and the further consolidation of the 
neo-liberal Pax Americana. Perhaps this was not an un-
mixed blessing to the interests of the ANC’s new township 
middle class constituencies, since their interests and the 
interests of big capital might not always coincide. But these 
were longer-term problems, to be bequeathed to the new 
South Africa. In the meantime, the end of white rule would 
permit the continued and accelerated expansion of the new 
African middle class. The gap between the ANC and the 
independent unions could only widen.121 
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