Why we are calling for
A NATIONAL CONVENTION

Memorandum by Southern Transvaal Region tabled at the 1961 Black Sash Nagiongl Conference,

N all forms of democracy, thoogh there may
be variation in franchise systems, there is
ooe basic principle. This principle is that there
shall be peaceful mears, through the ballot
box and regular elections, of changing the
government as soon as the majority of the
peaple who have to obey that government are
dissatisfied encugh 1o want a change,
Retween elections there must bhe freedom of
speech, of press, and of association, to discuss,

plan and persuade in order to bring about that
changpe.

South African Constitution, 1910

Our Constitution, accepted by the NWatiopal
Convention of 1918, has been called democraiic
as far as Whites are concerned, because there
wag fairly widely-based representation of Whites,
although ne universal adult franchise {women
had no wvote), and there were some iranchise
qualifications for men until 1931. As far as the
whele population was concerned, however, it was
not a democracy at all, since only one small
sectioty of the populalion was adequately en-
franchised.

Paternalistic and colonizlist attitudes were,
however, fairly generally accepted at the time,
and due to the lack of induostrial and political
development of most of nur non-white peoples
At that tire, the constitution worked compara-
tively peacefully. There has, however, always
been dissatisfaction, zlthough not very loudly
voiced, among the people who had to obey laws
In whose making they had no effcctive say.

__The flexibility of our constitution meant that
if the voters had wanted jt, there was ample
opportunity for South Africa to have developed
Inte & real democracy. Laws could have been
passed fo widen the voting rights to include 2l
South Africans, as was done jo 1930 Lo enfran-
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clise white women. (Unfortunately, the reaton
behind that generosity was to lessen the value
of the Coloured vote, which remained for men
only.}

The liberal Cape Colony had hoped that its
poticy of granting representation to Africans
and Coloureds would spread to the north. Instead,
the supporters of white supremacy systematicaily
diminished the say of non-Whiles in {overn-
ment, even to the extent of wrenching the
constitution completely out of iis intended shape
in order to force the Coloured voters off the
common roll.

That, of course, was where the Black Sash
came in, full of Indighation at the trickery,
which had ignored the intention of the entrenched
clauses and found a legal loopheole to make our
constilution ewven less representative of our
people. We still hoped then that if we respected
this machinery of government (“eerbiedig” is a
good word), it could be made to serve our aim
to produce “good government.”

No Sa _f_E{Hﬂrd!

Why now this complete change in our policy,
which says “Justice demuands a WNational Con-
ventjon™ with the cobject of drawing up a new
constitution? The reason is our realisation that
while there was opporiunity for improving out
democracy. there were no safepuards against
the greed of the ruling group. The policy of
white sopremacy of our leaders, and the selfish
complacency of the white voters, has {ossilised
our government until it 15 useless in a modern,
indusirial state in a world that no Jonger tolerates
paternalism and colonialism, The rezl value of
the democratic process, namely, the opporlunity
it provides for peaceful change through the
ballot box, thus ensuring the consent of the
governed, does not function I our present
political set-up.

{Continied overleaf)
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NATIONAL CONYENTION—Continiced

We abused the flexibility of a conslitution under
which our country could have develaped with
changing times, and we moved backwardy towards
government by force and away from government
by repreésentation and agreement.

The most restrictive and oppressive laws which
are passed by our rulers do nor affect the people
who have the vote; in fact, they are designed
to keep the vaoters in a favoured position of
privilege, earned by virtue of having a white
skin. The official opposition, beging white, has
therefore no real incentive to pet rid of a govern-
ment which irics to entrench white supremacy.

What thes can the dissatisfied non-white South
Africans do, the vast majority of South Africans,
to bring about change? Effective political orpatii-
sation, strikes. passive resistance, protest demod-
trations, offering themaeives for arrest, burning
passhooks, all these things are made iflegal and
are put down by force. This causes race hatred,
leads to bloodshed, disrupts normai life, and
destroys cenfidence I our economic  Futuore.
Only at the end of this muserabie and wasteful
process is the white voter affected. and only then
does he begin to think about (he disadvantages
of government policy becausc it affects his pocket.

This stupidly mdirect method of having to
show up an inadequate government by violence.
strikes and so on, and by economic collapse,

muost be changed, and the machinery of an
efficienl  parliamentary democracy must  be
installed.

But the only BEg cppositton parly, the United
Party, has made absolutely no promises thal,
if it should get into power, it will widen the
franchise sufticiently to give our tron-white South
Africans an effective say in government. Nor
has the United Patty much hope of success, aince
the rules of a free eglection are already beinp
tgnared by the Government, as the S.A.B.C.
and the edugation system are being used un-
serupulously to instil Nationalist attiludes into
while volters.

s there then any good reason for throwing all
ane’s energies jnto an election* which offers no
hope for future peaceful change, whichever way
the result goes?

The small political parties which do advocate
real increase in suffrage cap and will use the
election to get across their pelicies to a very
small group of voters. persuading them that il is
tar-sighted and enlighlened self-interest to estab-
lish # real democracy, as well as being right
and Just. o T

There is, however, no fime for this slow process
of education to bear froit, because, an the one

* Thiv memorandum was compiled prior fo the
recent general election.

E are dealing here with a2 demand so
| basivally simple, su eminently reasonable
and so obviously essential that it must in time
become irresistible . . . Unless Wwe are (o erupt
m violence and 1o end i chaos, thig i clesrly
an essential demand in the present crisis in
which we find ourselves . . ., Our demand is
that people should come together and 1aik
and agree to draw Up a new democratic con-
stitugon. When they do so, it must bhe at
talks representative of the whole nation, and
their decisions must be hinding on the whole
netion. We come with no prier demands
about what should be emboadied In the new
Constitution, though most of us know what
we wani; all we ask [3 that We bammer out

A Demand that will become Irresistible

by common apreement, a solution to the

problems which confront us all.

The demand for a convention muost beacome

a powerful force hacked by the overwhelming
majority of ouar nation., There is a further
advantage. what we are presenting is an idea,
and ideas are indestructible. They are imper-
vious to bans. And zalthough Dr. Verwoerd
must in time try to ban this idea, as he has
banned people and organisations, he is wasting
his time. The jdea will endure, will persist and
will grow into a mighty force.

—Mr. Dennis Brutus, in an address to the
Cape  Provincial Consultative  Conference
arganised By the §.A. Convention Move-
ment, 14th October, 1961,
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