
The Freedom Charter: A Critical Appreciation 

For t h i r t y years now the Freedom Charter has been a v i t a l expres
sion of the st ruggle f o r freedom in South A f r i c a . I t was the pro
duct of the Congress o f the People, held in Kl iptown in 195b and 
attended by around 3,000 delegates of a l l races. Since then i t has 
been endorsed by many p o l i t i c a l organ isat ions, inc lud ing the Af
r ican National Congress, the United Democratic Front and the South 
A f r i can Communist Par ty . The s ign i f i cance of the Freedom Charter, 
however, transcends these p a r t i c u l a r p o l i t i c a l groupings. For many 
black people in South A f r i c a , i t has become a l i v i n g symbol of 
t h e i r l i b e r a t i o n . 

Th i r t y years on, the Charter has not l o s t i t s v a l i d i t y . At a time 
when apartheid i s in c r i s i s and the movement from below i s press
ing hard fo r change, the Charter o f f e r s a v i s ion of a democratic 
f u t u r e : a government based on the w i l l of the people as a whole, 
universal su f f rage, equa l i t y before the law, c i v i l l i b e r t i e s , 
freedom of movement, f ree trade unionism, land reform, s ta te ed
ucation and we l fa re , equal pay for equal work, the a b o l i t i o n of 
a l l apartheid l e g i s l a t i o n and t rans fe r of the p r i va te monopolies 
i n min ing, industry and finance to the ownership o f the people. 
The language of the Charter combines the l i b e r a l ideals of the En
l ightenment and the socia l ideals of the modern wel fare s ta te . I t 
i s not f o r nothing that the Freedom Charter s t i l l captures a pop
u la r imaginat ion. 

These days there are few p o l i t i c a l forces outs ide the Far Right 
which are not an t i - apa r t he id . I n South A f r i ca c a l l s fo r reform 
come from the magnates o f b ig business l i k e Gavin Rel ly of Anglo-
American, from the " l i b e r a l " opposi t ion in the Progressive Federal 
Par ty , and from conservat ive t r i b a l leaders l i k e Gatsha Buthe lez i . 
Even the government i t s e l f has i n s t i t u t e d a substant ia l programme 
of reforms beneath the sound and fu ry of i t s guns. As apartheid 
loses i t s u t i l i t y f o r c a p i t a l , some of these forces may become 
" a n t i - a p a r t h e i d " , but none of them i s pro-democracy. "An t i - apa r t 
heid" i s a purely negative slogan which is e n t i r e l y unspeci f ic in 
terms of pos i t i ve content . I t says nothing about what the movement 
i s f o r . Just as oppression of black people d id not s t a r t w i th 
apar the id , so too there i s no ce r ta in t y tha t i t w i l l end w i th the 
a b o l i t i o n of apar the id . Black people have fought for more than the 
replacement of whi te r u l e r s , white bosses and white supervisors 
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by black r u l e r s , black bosses and black superv isors. The Freedom 
Charter expresses p o s i t i v e l y t h i s asp i ra t i on fo r something b e t t e r , 
namely the replacement of apartheid by democracy. 

The Freedom Charter is not, however, above c r i t i c i s m . I t is not an 
i n f a l l i b l e bearer of eternal t r u t h s , but a product of human a c t i v 
i t y , reveal ing the strengths and weaknesses of i t s condi t ions of 
b i r t h . The i d e a l i s a t i o n of the Freedom Charter as a dogma negates 
the very freedom i t seeks to express. In t h i s s p i r i t , I wish to 
explore three connected problems: the f i r s t concerning the o r i g i ns 
of the Char ter , the second i t s content and the t h i r d i t s means of 
r e a l i s a t i o n . 

Or ig ins 

Both a t the time of i t s formation and among today 's he i rs to the 
Congress t r a d i t i o n , the Charter has been presented as a pure ex
pression of the "voice of the people", a l lowing for the f i r s t time 
"ordinary c i t i z e n s " to speak fo r themselves. The people, so the 
story goes, were ca l led upon to pose t h e i r demands. The demands 
were gathered together by vo lunteers. The Freedom Charter was 
draf ted on the basis of the people's own demands. I t was presented 
to the Congress of the People, discussed and adopted by accla im. 
Th i r t y years l a te r i t continues to express " the w i l l of the people" . 

A 'good story but bad h i s to r y . In r e a l i t y as the h i s t o r i a n , Torn 
Lodge, has commented: "the formulat ion of the Charter involved 
only a l i m i t e d amount of consu l ta t i on : c e r t a i n l y popular demands 
were canvassed but the u l t imate form the document assumed was de
cided by a small committee and there was no subsequent attempts to 
a l t e r i t in the l i g h t of wider d iscuss ion . " The form o f represen
t a t i on a t the "nat ional convention" was narrow and d id not r e f l e c t 
the numerical predominance of v/orkers. At the convent ion, there 
were speeches but no debate; acclamation of the Char ter , but no 
r i v a l programme in sp i te of passionate opposi t ion from A f r i c a n i s t 
and L ibera l cur ren ts , the exclusion from the Charter of demands 
put forward by the Women's Federat ion, and behind-the-scenes arg
uments over na t i ona l i sa t i on and trade union r i g h t s wi th the work
ers ' wing of the a l l i a n c e . 

By South Af r ican standards the process of the Char ter 's creat ion 
was r e l a t i v e l y democratic, but the idea o f " the people's voice" 
was la rge ly a fo rma l i t y through which a p a r t i c u l a r , p o l i t i c a l cur-
r ent expressed i t s e l f . Even i f the Charter were the "people 's 
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voice" in 1955, democracy i s not a s ingu lar event but a process of 
r e p e t i t i o n . Just as the people can create one c o n s t i t u t i o n , so too 
they can dismantle and replace i t . As Marx once commented: "a con
s t i t u t i o n produced by past consciousness can become an oppressive 
shackle f o r a consciousness which has progressed". H i s to r i ca l 
c r i t i c i s m and p o l i t i c a l p rac t i ce go hand in g love. In the constr 
uct ion of fu tu re programmes, people may learn from c r i t i c i s m of 
the o l d . The Charter i s not i n v i o l a t e . The people may change i t 
and explore more democratic r.ieans of expressing t h e i r wishes than 
those possible a t the time of the Char ter . 

Contents 

The second set of c r i t i c i s m s concern the Freedom Char ter 's content 
and in p a r t i c u l a r the incompleteness and ambigui t ies present i n 
i t s conception of democracy. The idea of "a democratic s ta te based 
on the w i l l of the people" i s a f i n e sentiment, but can cover a 
host of s i ns , depending on how formal ly or subs tan t i a l l y the 
"people 's w i l l " i s present and on the mediations through which i t 
i s expressed. "Universal suf f rage" does not i nd ica te the power of 
the e lected assembly i n r e l a t i o n to the unelected par ts of the 
s ta te bureaucrat ic and m i l i t a r y machinery. I t does not expla in the 
r e l a t i o n of representat ives to the e l e c t o r s : whether accountable 
to them as t h e i r servants or p r i v i l eged above them as t h e i r mast
e rs . I t does not say whether the assembly w i l l be one-party or 
m u l t i - p a r t y , nor what kind of i n te rna l party democracy i s des i red . 
These " l i t t l e " ommissions can make a l l the d i f fe rence between a 
rea l parl iamentary democracy and i t s formal t rapp ings. 

The idea that " the mineral wea l t h . . . t he banks and monopoly indus
t r y shal l be t rans fe r red to the ownership of the people as a whole" 
f a l l s short of a commitment to na t i ona l i sa t i on and says nothing 
about what form of na t i ona l i sa t i on i s envisaged. Under the apar t 
heid state - indeed since the 1920s - South A f r i c a has enjoyed 
many nat iona l ised indus t r i es ( e . g . in s t e e l , energy, r a i l and o i l ) 
but t h i s has had precious l i t t l e to do wi th the democratic manage
ment of i ndus t ry . 

The opening of the s ta te admin i s t ra t i on , the po l i ce and the army 
" t o a l l on an equal basis" and t h e i r t ransformat ion i n to "helpers 
and protectors of the people" leave i n t a c t t h e i r h ie ra rch ica l 
s t ruc tu res , lack of accoun tab i l i t y and vast powers over the peo
p l e . The opportuni ty f o r every c i t i z e n to j o i n these state appar
atuses may create an i d e n t i t y between them and the pub l ic only in 
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the sense ( i n Marx's words) of "an i d e n t i t y of two h o s t i l e armies 
in which every c i t i z e n has the opportuni ty to j o i n the h o s t i l e 
army". What i s to be done to the passive obedience, worship of 
au tho r i t y , r i g i d p r inc ip les and corporate abuses of power which 
character ise the po l ice and array i f t he i r func t ion as "p ro tec to rs " 
and "helpers" of the people i s to be more than a fo rma l i t y? 

The idea tha t " a l l nat ional groups sha l l have equal r i g h t s " o f fe rs 
a v i t a l l y important perspect ive of m u l t i - r a c i a l i s m based on the 
idea of pro tec t ion of m ino r i t i es (not .on a federal or power-shar
ing system but on laws against d i sc r im ina t ion and fo r the protec
t i on of languages and r e l i g i o n s , e t c . ) . I t does no t , however, 
conceive an eventual transcendence of rac ia l d i v i s i ons a l together 
in a non-racial South A f r i c a . 

The freedom of " a l l who w o r k . . . t o form trade unions, to e l ec t 
t he i r o f f i c e r s and to make wage agreements w i th t h e i r employers" 
makes no mention of a r i g h t to s t r i k e or of a r i g h t of unions to 
p o l i t i c a l a f f i l i a t i o n or a c t i v i t y . The p r i n c i p l e tha t "men and 
women sha l l receive equal pay fo r equal work" does not guarantee 
women access to equal work nor does i t touch upon the many other 
forms of oppression facing women. The promise t ha t " the land sha l l 
be re-d iv ided among those who work i t " does not ind ica te what 
forms of landownership t h i s r e - d i v i s i o n w i l l be based upon. 

The great step forward fo r democracy taken by the Freedom Charter 
should not b l i nd us to the l i m i t s of i t s promised freedom. The 
l i ke l i hood i s tha t where democratic demands are not e x p l i c i t l y 
a r t i c u l a t e d , they w i l l succumb under the weight of o ld prejudice 
concerning the needs of s ta te . When taken to i t s l i m i t s , the con
cept of "democracy" impl ies the democrat isat ion o f the s ta te far 
beyond the l i m i t s of the Charter and to the po in t of the d i s s o l 
ut ion of a l l the a u t h o r i t a r i a n , bureaucrat ic and unaccountable 
s t ructures associated w i th the modern s ta te . The degree of p o l i t 
i ca l emancipation envisaged i n the Charter f a l l s wel l short of the 
democratic po ten t ia l being released by tne South A f r i can revo lu t i on . 

Means 

My t h i r d set of c r i t i c i s m s of the Freedom Charter concerns i t s 
abst ract ion as a desirable end from the means required for i t s 
r e a l i s a t i o n . The Charter o f fe rs no programme o f a c t i o n . The dem
ocracy of the fu ture i s suspended i n mid-a i r divorced from the 
struggle i n the here and now. As fa r as the Freedom Charter i s 
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concerned, means and ends are severed. Iso la ted i n t h e i r separate 
documents, they become strangers to one another 's company. This is 
a f a u l t , since i t i s un l i ke l y tha t democracy can be achieved as an 
end except through means which themselves contain a democratic 
content . This i s not to say tha t the method o f s t rugg le must "pre
f i g u r e " i n i t s en t i r e t y the democratic goal to which i t asp i res. 
Such a view ignores the pressures on a democratic movement f i g h t 
ing in an environment not of i t s making and can only lead to a 
para lys is o f w i l l . Democracy, however, needs to be constructed in 
the process of s t rugg le , i f i t i s to have any hope of r e a l i s a t i o n 
a t the end of s t rugg le . 

I f "popular representat ion" i s to mean anything in the f u t u r e , 
then i t needs to be b u i l t up in tne present through the es tab l i sh 
ment w i t h i n the democratic movement of mechanisms of e l e c t i o n , 
accoun tab i l i t y , r e c a l l , education and open debate. I f "popular 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n " i s to become a r e a l i t y , then the movement's current 
methods of struggle need as fa r as possible to be based on the 
democratic s e l f - a c t i v i t y of black people. I f " t rade union freedom" 
i s to mean anything in the f u t u r e , then black workers need to 
f i g h t fo r t h e i r independence now. I f "women's equa l i t y " i s to mean 
anything in the f u tu re , then women's issues cannot be postponed 
t i l l a "second stage". I f "non-racism" i s to become a fu ture r e a l 
i t y , then the democratic movement needs to const ruct i t w i th in i t s 
own cur rent organ isat ions. The problem w i th the Freedom Charter i s 
tha t i t o f f e r s no guidance on these quest ions. I t leaves a blank 
space where the most important of issues l i e . 

These three c r i t i c i s m s are l inked to the question of soc ia l ism. I 
am not saying that the Freedom Charter i s wrong to place democracy 
ra ther than social ism a t the centre of the st ruggle against apar t 
he id . I f socia l ism i s to come to South A f r i c a , i t w i l l come th ro 
ugh the b a t t l e for democracy and not apart from i t . Social ism re 
quires the extension of democracy beyond the l i m i t s allowed by 
l i b e r a l cons t i t u t i ona l i sm; i t i s not simply a negation of l i be ra l 
values. What I am saying i s that the depth of the democratic rev
o l u t i o n depends on how the fu ture is conceived, programmes are 
devised and struggles are waged in the here and now. 

(Bob F ine , November 1935) 
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