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The ANC’s National Conference

Despite the customary shambolic start, with registrations and opening speeches running many hours 
behind schedule, the ANC’s 55th National Conference completed its main task – the election of a nation-
al leadership core – surprisingly smoothly and without obvious rancour.

Given the party’s outright dominance in Parliament and in almost all the provinces, the question of who 
leads it and sets its direction is one that goes well beyond partisan considerations. Looked at objectively, 
there can be no doubt that it is in the best interests of the country that the Ramaphosa faction – the reform-
ists or constitutionalists – should remain in power, rather than the other main grouping, the radical eco-
nomic transformation (RET) faction, which is probably better described as the anti-constitutionalists. 

Most analysts consider that at least five of the ‘top seven’ are firmly in the reformist faction. No one 
seems entirely sure about where the party’s new deputy-president, Paul Mashatile, stands – is he a vac-
illator, ready to move with the prevailing winds, or a unifier, reluctant to come down too firmly on either 
side? Apart from him, only the new first secretary-general, Nomvula Mokonyane, can clearly be placed 
in the anti-constitutionalist/RET faction.     

This link leads to a variety of articles on and analyses of the leadership election by the Daily Maverick: 
https://tinyurl.com/mr2p538z 

The reaction of the defeated faction was unexpected, and potentially very significant. Just before the 
conference started, Jacob Zuma made a legally incoherent attempt to ‘charge’ Mr Ramaphosa in connec-
tion with his private prosecution of Billy Downer, the prosecutor in his (Mr Zuma’s) corruption trial. 
Supporters of Zweli Mkhize, Mr Ramaphosa’s only real rival for the presidency of the party, seized on 
this and insisted that Mr Ramaphosa should ‘stand aside’ in accordance with ANC policy. Then, while Mr 
Ramaphosa was delivering his opening address, Mr Zuma and his entourage staged a late entrance, 
disrupting the speech and drawing much cheering from the KwaZulu-Natal delegates. 

All this suggested that, if Mr Ramaphosa won, the Zuma/Mkhize/KZN axis would be unlikely to accept 
it. Legal challenges at least, and even physical rejection of the result on the conference floor, might have 
ensued. Instead though, the losing faction (sans Mr Zuma) made a very open show of acceptance, com-
ing onto the stage to congratulate the winners and publicly committing themselves to respect the result. 
In the words of KZN ANC secretary, Bheki Mtolo, “this is the leadership of the ANC, elected by confer-
ence. We are the subordinates of the ANC conference then the ANC conference has spoken and selected 
top 7, which is our leadership elected by branches.” https://ewn.co.za/2022/12/20/kzn-anc-s-mtolo-
says-mkhize-still-has-a-role-to-play-in-party 

If it lasts, this attitude will ease one of the two key tasks that Mr Ramaphosa identified for the incoming 
leadership – to unify the party and to intensify the fight against corruption.  https://tinyurl.
com/22sy9nn7 
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However, the real question is whether these two tasks are in fact compatible. It is not a coincidence that 
the majority (though certainly not all) of the ANC leaders implicated in state capture and other forms of 
corruption find themselves in or associated with the RET/Zuma faction. To decisively counter corrup-
tion Mr Ramaphosa will need to purge the party of them and their influence – but that will only deepen 
the disunity. However, if he decides to foster a superficial unity, overlooking credible allegations against 
cadres, the anti-corruption fight will be lost before it starts. Indeed, at least one commentator argues 
that the ‘money politics’ that characterises the ANC dooms reform efforts to failure. https://www.
news24.com/fin24/opinion/carol-paton-ramaphosa-may-win-the-vote-but-he-has-lost-the-battle-to-
renew-the-anc-20221219 

Just how difficult the anti-corruption task is going to be was demonstrated at the end of the conference, 
when the new NEC was elected. Mr Ramaphosa’s noble intentions cannot be realised if the lower levels of 
leadership – the branch delegates who decide who will serve on the party’s highest structures – continue 
to vote for candidates with criminal convictions and for names that have featured prominently in the 
Zondo Commission report or in similar inquiries. https://www.news24.com/news24/politics/politi-
cal-parties/rogues-gallery-elected-to-ancs-all-important-national-executive-committee-20221222 

On the other hand (and there always seems to be an ‘other hand’ in these matters), the new NEC is said 
to be strongly weighted in favour of the Ramaphosa faction; and this should give him room to move 
more decisively than he has up to now. https://tinyurl.com/48zu8krm 

Another interesting aspect of the new NEC is that it now contains virtually no one from the racial 
‘minorities’ – there are two ‘coloured’ members and one white member; no ‘Indians’ – and only a small 
handful from the SACP; not even the party heavyweight Blade Nzimande made it. This is a very different 
NEC from those that guided the party through its first decades in power, though what its current com-
position says about the ANC’s overall make-up and appeal is unclear. https://www.iol.co.za/news/pol-
itics/anc-nec-new-body-could-discuss-inclusion-of-minorities-alliance-partners-in-structure-
020f2bad-c341-4cd3-bd75-b874bd950185 

Finally, and possibly linked to the last reference, it emerged that according to its own internal polling, 
the ANC’s national support now sits at 39 percent. https://www.news24.com/news24/politics/politi-
cal-parties/resounding-victory-for-ramaphosa-as-he-takes-charge-of-divided-declining-party-for-sec-
ond-term-20221219  

This is even lower than most independent polls, which have it at around 45 to 48 percent. There is plen-
ty of time between now and the 2024 elections for those figures to change, and it would be foolish to 
entirely discount the possibility of a slim ANC majority 18 months from now – but it is increasingly 
apparent that the real question in our politics is no longer simply which faction of the ANC will hold the 
power. Rather, it is with which forces outside the ANC will that faction have to share power?     
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