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INTRODUCTION

NATIONAL CONVENTION

Let us begin by placing the issue for a national convention in a historical context. 
In 1908 - 1909 a National Convention was held to draw up a constitution for South 
Africa. This National Convention came up with a constitution for the Union of South 
Africa. But this National Convention was a racist gathering - the oppressed and 
exploited were excluded and took no part in it .  As a resu lt-1912 saw the formation 
of the African National Congress whose aim was to fight for a democratic South 
Africa.
Almost 50 years later the white Labour Party Introduced a motion in the Home of 

Assembly^calling for a National Convention "of all sections of the community to
consider the establishment and maintenance of a democratic society." Liberal Party
members supported the motion. The United Party's response was that the idea of a
National Convention was impracticable; Verwoerds response was that i t  was "positively
dangerous". • *
The next time the National Convention comes up as an issue is in 1961 with the rove 
to draw up a new constitution declaring South Africa, a Republic.
At the All in African Conference held in Pietermaritzburg on 25/26 Kerch to strategise 
opposition to the Republic, a resolution was adopted to call for a National Convention 
A National Action Council was formed with Mandela as chief organiser. His mandate was 
to campaign for a National Convention and i f  this was ignored to make plans for a 
strike and campaign of non-coperation. - ' * . * V.  ̂ —•
The National Convention was to be sunrooned before May 3L, I96 I.- It was to be attended 
by elected representatives of a ll adult men and women on an equal basis irrespective 
of race, colour or creed, and was to have fu ll powers to determine a new constitution 
for South Africa.
As part of the Campaign to ‘summon a National Convention Mandela wrote'to^he'United ^  
Party. He.stated that i f  the U.P. was for a democratic and peaceful solution to the 
conflict in South Africa, then i t  was their duty to back the call for a National 
Convention. He stressed that although the call for a National Convention raises certai 
questions such as ( I )  What shall be the basis of representation at the Convention 
and (2) How shall the representatives be elected, those were not the most important is 
>et'that-point. What was important was whether theU.P. iras ’̂for Aornpa1hst’̂  national*- 
Convention. * .

The situation today

How in 1984 we are once again faced with a new constitution which 1s going to afffect 
us the oppressed and exploited in a thousand adverse ways, which is going to strengthe 
Apartheid.He were not consulted and took no part in drawing up this constitution; For' 
this reason the whole concept of a National Convention has once again become important 
to consider, discuss-and work through. ■* • ■ * * * • ' * z *  — .•> ■■■ ^



Now in the past various organisations and individuals (including Buthelezi, PFP and 
TUCSA) have called for a National Convention, but with very wierd and watered-down 
pre- conditions. What we nee<i to do-is look at how the democratic movement in the 
950’s and I960*s conceived of the National Convention.

The f ir s t  point that the democratic movement makes Ts that'calls for National 
Conventions by opportunists and liberals are simply for the purpose of devising new 
ways and means of continuing racial oppression and class exploitation. The democratic 
movement can have no truck with such calls.
Rather when the democratic movement has made calls for a National Convention repre
sentative of a ll the people i t  has done so because in South Africa a white minority 
llegalily lyonopolises state power to perpetuate and defend apartheid.
The function of a National Convention would be to discuss and draw up a truly dece- 
cratic constitution in which political and economic power would be vested in the 
hands of a ll the people. - .
More concretely two things.characterize a National’ Convention:
(1) The National Convention would have to be given sovereign and unlimited authority 

to change South African society in all its aspects.
(2) The National Convention would be attended by the elected representatives of the 

people.
Beyond this to ensure that the National Convention is genuinely sovereign and demo
cratic there are 5 pre-conditions that have to be met:-
(1) The present racist constitution has to be suspended.
(2) All the people’s organisations have to be unbanned; a ll political exiles have 

to be allowed to return Immediately and unconditionally; a ll political prisoners 
banned, banished and restricted patriots have to be released. In addition all 
the people's leaders Bust fu lly  participate in the preparation for and actual 
work of the National-Convention.' -----~-----------— ■ ■

(3) There has to be an immediate, complete and unconditional compliance with the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

(4) There must be an immediate repeal of the Land Act, the Urban Areas Act and in 
addition all repressive legislation (the Internal Security Act, security legis
lation and proclamations in the 6antustans)-must also be repealed.

(5) The police and array uust be disarmed and they .must also be-disbanded.-
w  a
This then presents .us with a picture of what characterizes a National Convention 
and what the pre-conditions are before a democratic National Convention .can be 
convened.
Before concluding I  think that one final point is important: that is that the demo
cratic ■ovement stresses that only when our liberation struggle-seriously threatens* 
the Apartheid regime w ill i t  be prepared to set into motion the convocation of a 
National Convention. This means that the liberation struggle has to be strongly ' 
intensified before a National Convention can become a reality.



(1) Can the call for a National Convention advance our work here and now?
(2) If  yes how can we popularise this demand, making i t  meaningful to ordinary 

people
(3)_ How do we defend the National Convention demand from attacks by anti-UDF 

• tendencies ?.
• • .  .

JB. A longer paper looking in more detail at National Convention and 

also at the whole question of Constituents Assembly is available 

on request. The paper is - fifteen pages long.
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