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ON THE EVE 

E I G H T E E N months after the Queenstown Conference of the 
™ African National Congress, which gave birth to the idea, 
the Congress of the People of South Africa to formulate and issue 
a Charter of Freedom has been summoned to meet in Johannes
burg on June 25 and 26. 

It would be hard to overestimate the historic importance of 
this event- Never before in South Africa, or elsewhere in this 
Continent, have the ordinary people thus been called to send their 
delegates together to discuss and decide the sort of laws and insti
tutions under which they wish to live. The National Convention 
of 1909 was a sorry affair. The White minorities of the four 
colonies sent exclusively White delegates to formulate the Act of 
Union. Not surprisingly they decided that Whites alone were fit 
to govern. 

Not long ago, the British Government held a "consultation" 
with the people of Nyasaland and the Rhodesias, who were asked 
to say whether or not they wanted to live in a Federation domi
nated by the White minority of Southern Rhodesia. They replied, 
overwhelmingly, that they did not want it. But that was the 
Federation they got. 

• 

The other day the National Council of Basutoland, which 
naturally has no legislative powers, was summoned together to' 
hear proposals from British imperialism regarding the future 
government of the territory. Naturally these proposals were 
based on the idea that Basutoland should continue to be gover
ned by Britain, with the Chiefs and local councils playing a 
minor part in administering the foreign domination of their 
people. The National Council rejected every clause of the propo
sals. They had not gone very far in their proceedings when the 
representative of the High Commissioner sent them home, telling 
them they were naught v. 
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Such has been the nature of "consultation of the people" 
until now in Africa. 

It is clear that the Congress of the people will be a very 
different kind of consultation. For the first time, having dis
cussed a thousand and one problems facing them at thousands of 
meetings, big and small, up and down the country, the ordinary 
workers and farmers, housewives^tudents, professional people, will 
send the men and women whom they have picked to speak for 
them. And they will say what they really think, and demand 
what they really want for the future. And those things sifted and 
summarised, arranged in a straightforward programme, will be 
the People's Freedom Charter. 

What will that Charter contain? We cannot say, in detail, 
for of course the Congress of the People has yet to meet, to dis
cuss and to vote. But already many of the demands that are 
flooding in have been made public, and it is not difficult, already, 
to foretell some of the foundations of the Freedom Charter. 
For some themes are common to all the demands that have 
appeared. The demands, every one, reject the hated principles of 
apartheid and the colour bar, and speak up for a conception of 
freedom and human rights broad enough to include everyone in 
South Africa, of whatever race, colour or creed. They speak out 
for the simple things that all men need: food and houses and 
land and jobs. And for the rights to secure these needs: votes, 
education, equality of opportunity. 

"That is all very fine," we can imagine some readers saying. 
"But, after all, what will your Freedom Charter be worth? 
Won't i t just be another piece of paper, which Strijdom and his 
Government will ignore, just as they ignore all the wishes of the 
people?** 

I t is true enough that in order for the people to win freedom, 
they must do more than write a charter of rights. Once the 
Charter is written it will yet have to be won; and to wrest freedom 
from the rulers of South Africa: greedy to preserve big profits and 
cheap labour, cruel and ruthless to submit the minds and bodies 
of the people to servitude, jealous to keep and concentrate power 
in their hands, inflamed with racial arrogance and contempt for 
all dark-skinned people — this will be no easy task, to be accom
plished in a day. 

But the true question to be answered is not whether the 
Charter will itself win the battle, for no one has any illusions 
about that. The real question is whether or not the Freedom Char
ter will help the people towards the fulfilment of their aspira-
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tions. And to that question there can be only one answer: to gather 
together all the hopes, strivings and needs of the millions of toil
ing and suffering humans of our land, to give a voice to the voice
less — this in itself is a great and important step towards the 
achievement of those aims. 

The Freedom Charter, then, will be no ordinary document. I t 
will hold up before South Africa and before the world a picture 
of how the t rue will of the people desires to shape our country: 
a picture against which we can judge the reality of South Africa 
as she is under the Nationalist Par ty , a standard against we can 
measure the Nationalists' programme, conceived in fear and com
pounded of greed and racial insanity. 

T h e Congress of the People must be seen not as the end, bu t 
as the beginning of a road. 

For the people's freedom charter, once adopted, will cease to 
be an aim in itself; it will become the programme to which 
every patr iot will be bound to dedicate his life; the banner which 
will rally every section and every organisation of democratic South 
Africans to i t . 

Before we can unite, we must know for what purpose we have 
come together. Before we can enrol our soldiers of emancipation 
and send them into political struggle for freedom's cause, we must 
tell them clearly the aims for which they are called t o suffer, to 
sacrifice, perhaps to die. 

T h e Freedom Charter, precisely because i t will crystallise and 
sum u p the views of thousands of anonymous co-authors, will serve 
as a basis for bringing together all the democratic forces and 
organisations in South Africa. I t will not be the programme or 
the proper ty of the African National Congress or the S.A.I.C. or 
the Liberal Par ty or the SACPO or the Congress of Democrats. 
I t will be the common Charter of all who seek a democratic alter
native to baasskap 

I t will also be the standard by which the people will judge 
the genuineness of t h e claims t o democracy of any Pa r ty on indi
vidual seeking to lead the people: forcing them to take sides for or 
against the Charter. 

But the Congress of the People should not l imit itself to for
mulating the Freedom Charter, and then vanish from the face of 
the earth. I t must, if it is serious, decide upon the broad main 
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lines of a campaign lo moke the terms of the charter known to 
every man and woman in the land; to rally the people around 
the Charter; to organise them to translate its aims into reality. 

By this, we do not of course mean that the Congress of the 
People should set up a separate organisation of its own. What is 
needed to bring the Charter into effect is not a "brand-new" orga
nisation, different from those tried and trusted bodies which ori
ginated the C.O.P. and called it into being, but a vast reinforce
ment, both in numbers and in efficient activity, -of the A.N.C. 
and its allies 

Nothing could better serve to strengthen and revitalise th« 
organisations than the great rising and leavening of the spirit 
and political understanding of the people which must grow out 
of the Congress of the People and the popularisation of the Free
dom Charter. 

We are sure that the head-office organisers of the C.O-P- are 
hard at work, perfecting the final arrangements for this historic 
event. We wish we v/cre as sure that, throughout the country, in 
every Province and locality, every member and friend of the Con
gress movement is treating this question with the urgency and 
concentration which is required. 

• 

The leaders of the people are, we know, intensely occupied 
with the struggle against Bantu -"Education" and many other 
issues thrust upon the people by the Government. They have been 
busy with such issues ever since the Nationalists came into office 
and declared war on the non-white people. They will continue 
with this business until that Government is removed. What we 
must see and understand is that every one of these issues is inti
mately bound up with the Congress of the People, and that they 
cannot be treated as isolated matters of their own, but as closely 
connected with the wider question of winning freedom. 

For the first time since 1948, the entire democratic movement 
has taken the initiative, not merely resisting the evil acts of the 
Government, and defending the people's rights against new offen
sives, but actively coming forward to shape the free South 
Africa' of the future. 

Once they have grasped the vital significance of this fact, 
there is no doubt that Congressmen and Congresswomen through
out the country, trade unionists, and freedom-loving individuals of 
all races will throw their full energies into making the Congress of 
the People an event which will fill a stirring chapter in the 
history books of the future. 

.-


