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WHAT THEN SHALL WE DO? 
To the Editor of the Black Sash of constilucncics, furlhcr loading, disfranchisement 

of "un-South African elements" or other forms of 
electoral gerrymandering—so as to prevent an 
adverse "will of the people" finding its expression in 
a parliamentary majority. For the present such 
measures arc not at all necessary. The Government 
is immensely secure, in terms of votes, within the 
present electoral framework, and the United Party is 
deluding itself, if no one else, when it pretends to 
the contrary. As things now are, the Government 
can retain a bare parliamentary majority with as 
little as 35 per cent, of the total poll. In 1948 it 
obtained 42 per cent. In 1953, when the Opposition 
had more funds and enthusiasm than it ever had 
before and may ever have again, the Nationalists 
still advanced to 46 per cent, of the votes cast. Today 
there are good reasons for supposing they could 
top 50 per cent. The swing needed to get them out 
is enormous and unlikely to be achieved for many 
general elections. 

Even if, therefore, there were more signs than 
there are that the Opposition really wishes to oppose 
all the immoral policies of the present Government, 
atfecting non-whites as well as whites, parliamentary 
democracy is dead in South Africa today. For to be 
alive it requires, among other things, a reasonable 
possibility of ousting the Government by the normal 
electoral process. That is not a prospect before us 
today. 

What then shall we do? To protest against every 
unjust and immoral law is necessary, however 
tedious, lest the nation's conscience succumb to the 
sheer weight of repetition and apathy. To try and 
convert the present parliamentary "shadow-boxing" 
into a real fight over fundamental principles, it is 
essential to force the United Party to cease "fence-
sitting," even at the risk of considerable immediate 
electoral injury. It cannot win anyhow. Its choice is 
between hanging on to its declining support and 
ambiguous policies, in which case it has a comfort­
able minority for the present and no future; or 
clearing the dead wood and ambiguity, losing some 
more ground now, and eventually earning a stake 
in the future. 

This is the same choice that, in a different way, 
faced the Black Sash. Formally protesting against 
Government laws and Opposition weakness is not 
enough. If we arc sincerely convinced that parlia­
mentary democracy has broken down, we must seek 
extra-parliamentary methods of action, or deserve 
the Government we have got. Thus I am sure that 
the Black Sash has done right in following the logic 
Of its initial stand against the Senate Act. 

Exactly where this will lead you, and how, cannot 
now be foretold. You could not restrict your activi­
ties to issues concerning White and Coloureds alone, 
without betraying the whole moral basis of your 
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PARLIAMENTARY democracy has ceased to 
function in South Africa. Some people believe 

that this is for lack of a critical electorate, but this 
is only a small part of the truth. 

The basic reason is that it never existed. At best, 
the Union had an elective oligarchy composed vir­
tually of Europeans only. Sooner or later, parties 
elected by a white electorate, will appeal to the 
sectional, racial prejudices of such voters; and then 
even the limited virtues of benevolent paternalism 
(of Christian trusteeship), as it affects the unenfran­
chised majority of the South African population, will 
disappear. That has now happened. Differing only in 
degree, not kind, both main parties stand for white 
domination. 

However, if this were all, it is conceivable— 
theoretically, at least—that a pressure group or popu­
lar movement like the Black Sash, dedicated to the 
universal moral principles of a common humanity, 
could in time persuade a majority of white voters 
that their self-interest, no less than their professed 
ideals, requires a rather less immediately selfish 
approach to the problems of a multi-racial society. 

But in South Africa today there is no chance of 
the will of such a majority of voters prevailing, even 
if. as is far from certain, they could be so persuaded. 
The main reason for this is the far more even spread 
of Nationalist voters throughout the country, com­
pared to huge, useless Opposition majorities in a 
diminishing number of city areas. The loading of 
the vote against the towns adds slightly to this same 
end. Secondly, by its tight hold on the education 
of Afrikaner youth in Church and segregated schools, 
by its fervent appeals to blood, emotion and group-
patriotic sentiments (the Blood River celebrations, 
the Voortrckker movement, the Pretoria centenary, 
etc.). by its calculated campaign against the un-South 
African (and un-Afrikaans) influences in Press, 
cinema, radio and its refusal to consider introducing 
television (whose programmes would have to be 
largely imported). Nationalist leadership has done 
much to isolate Afrikancrdom culturally. The effect 
of this shows in the much higher percentage of 
Afrikaner youth that is Nationalist than is the case 
with their parents. In time Afrikaners will pay a 
terrible price for the extent to which they have been 
cut off from the twentieth century world. But, for 
the foreseeable future, the grip of political Nation­
alism on the largest and most prolific of our white 
groups will not be shaken. 

Finally, even if these two factors of the spread 
of voters, and Afrikaans political and emotional iso­
lation, could be remedied in some unforeseen way. 
there is ample evidence to believe that the Nationalist 
Party would rig the vote—either by new delimitation 
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stand. The Torch Commando said that "what was 
morally wrong can never be politically expedient," 
but itself yielded to expedient timidity, as many 
feared you were about to do. You are surely wise 
to extend your operations lo the whole field of 
government, central, provincial and municipal. 

As you enter this new and wider political life, 
you will, of course, shed some members, who were 
prepared to fight for an all-white constitution (with 
token non-white representation) but not to incur the 
odium of standing up for non-white rights as such. 
You will encounter not only obloquy and abuse from 
expected quarters, but distrust from those with whom 
you now want to fight but who arc not yet certain 
of your bona fides. You will also meet a number of 
new problems about which many of you will have, 
at best, very confused views. You will have to 
straighten out your ideas gradually. There will be 
new friends to help you, who have passed this way 
before, and who will be content to let you find your 
own pace, once they know vou are travelling the 
same road. There is no need to fear the taunt of 
"fellow-travelling." You arc returning to the main 
stream of Western. Christian civilisation, which 
South Africa has deserted. 

Above all considerations, you will find in your own 
consciences a new freedom from all the tangles of 

the past. It will not come at once, because new con­
fusions will replace our "traditional" compromises 
with principle. But as these arc resolved, it will 
come beyond doubt. I can best illustrate it by asking 
some of you to read the Hansard report of the 
debate on the Banishment Bill last session. There 
you will see not only the presumptuous and arrogant 
prevarications that served the Government for argu­
ments, but also the split-mind of the official Oppo­
sition, even in one of its best performances. With 
these you can contrast the case with which the liny 
Labour and Liberal parties rebutted the Govern­
ment's case, because their own basic assumptions 
were morally sound. 

I would commend to you especially Mr. Hepplc's 
calm acceptance of the term "agitator," on the 
grounds that all the rights and freedoms for which 
we fight today were won for us by the agitators of 
the past among our own ancestors. Now leaders of 
our non-white peoples arc seeking those same liber­
ties and rights, status and opportunities for their 
descendants. They, and we, arc all "agitators" today. 
Let us accept the title in the hope that we shall 
prove worthy of it in the fight for the soul of South 
Africa. 

C, W. M. GELL 


