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THE FREEDOM CHARTER AND THE THEORY OF
NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC REVOLUTION

Peter Hudson

Last year, 1985, the 30th anniversary of the Freedom Charter,
saw an inpressive regrouping, through the United Democratic
Front, of political forces which identify with the Congress
Alliance of the 1950s and with the Freedom Charter itself to
which this movement gave birth. It seems appropriate then, at
this juncture, to examine some of the ways in which the Charter
has been interpreted.

One very influential interpretation of the Freedom Charter,
based on the view that South Africa is a colonial society 'of a
special type', identifies it as calling for the establishment of
a 'matiomal democracy' in South Africa. It is widely held on
the South African left that racial oppression in South Africa is
best understood when considered as an instance of colonial
oppression. Because the South African case differs in same
significant respects f{rom other instances of colonialism the
term 'colonialism of a special type' (CST) or ‘intermal colon-
ialism' 1is used by subscribers to this view. This amalysis,
which seems to be regaining inside South Africa the currency and
eminence it once had for many on the South African left, holds
that there can be no direct transition to socialism in South
Africa. A 'matiomal democratic' stage must be transversed be-
fore socialism can be constructed.

One searches in vain, however, for a satisfactory account of
the theory of mtional democratic revolution in the Iliterature
in support of the CST aralysis of South Africa.

One of the principal objectives of this article therefore is
to elucidate the theory of matioral democratic revolution by
researching its origins in the recent history of marxist-
leninist theory and to appraise certain of its central claims.
The theory of mational-democracy was developed by Soviet and
allied Marxists in an effort to deal with problems confronting
the struggle for socialism in societies in which the level of

development of the productive forces is considered comparatively
very low ard in which the working class is both rumerically and
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politically insignificant. Although it is acknowledged by ad-
herents of the CST thesis that neither of these conditions
obtain in South Africa it is nontheless still maintained that
the theory of natiomal-democratic revolution is applicable to
South Africa.

A second central objective of what follows is to criticise the
arguments advanced by adherents of the CST thesis in support of
their claim that revolutiomary class struggle in South Africa
must, of necessity, assume the form of a struggle for matiomal-
democracy until the system of natiorml domination has been
destroyed.

The attempt to refute these arguments is not based on a re-
treat to the principle of the necessary determiration of politi-
cal identity by class interests. The refutation operates in-
stead through a critique of the intermal logic of the CST amaly-
sis. Neither should it be read as 'ultra-leftist' or 'work-
erist'. On the contrary, nothing in what follows denies the
imperative need for the formation of broad alliances in the
struggle for socialism (in South Africa and elsewhere). It is
the interpretation of the Freedom Charter through the perspec-
tive of application of the theory of matiomal-democratic revolu-~
tion that is subjected to criticism. This does not entail
either the dismissal of the demands of the Freedam Charter as
irrelevant to the struggle for socialism, or the denial of the
importance of the articulating and unifying role it currently
plays in the co-ordination of the anti-apartheid struggle in
South Africa.

Adopted by the Congress of the People in Kliptown in the
Transvaal 30 years ago, the Freedom Charter continues to play a
central role in South African politics. There seems currently a
de facto obligation on all social movements and political or-
ganisations struggling to transform the South African state to
define at some point their position vis-a-vis the Charter. This
almost seems to be a condition of their being able to establish
a political identity in the South African context. Defining a
position vis-a-vis the Charter involves more than its simple
endorsement or rejection. Despite its brevity (less than 1 500
words), its simplicity and transparency of language, the Charter
is a notoriously ambiguous document. The range of possible
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meanings contained within the Charter has resulted in it being
interpreted in a variety of (sometimes contradictory) ways.
Such semantic disputes are by no means politically inconsequen—
tial however, as they involve fundamental theoretical and stra-
tegic questions.

Tt is the meaning of the principal economic clauses of the
Freedom Charter that has generated most dispute to date. These
call for the 'mational wealth' of South Africa to be 'restored
to the people', for the ownership by 'the people as a whole (of’)
the mineral wealth, the Banks and monopoly industry'; for the
control of 'all other industry and trade ... to assist the well-
being of the people'; for 'all people (to) have equal rights to
trade where they choose, to manufacture and to enter all trades,
crafts and professions'; for the ending of 'restrictions of land
ownership on a racial basis' and the redivision 'of all the
land ... amongst those who work it'.

Although the first demand of the Freedom Charter is 'The
People shall Govern', the inclusion of the above clauses in the
Charter mokes it impossible to define it as demanding nothing
more than the establishment of a classical bourgeois democracy.
On the other hand it is clear that the Freedom Charter invokes
neither the socialisation of the means of production nor the
establishment of a dictatorship of the proletariat in South
Africa. This however has never prevented its being construed as
'socialist' or at least 'anti-capitalist'.

At  the arnmual congress of the ANC in Bloemfontein in December
1955 the 'Africanists' opposed the endorsement of the Freedam
Crarter on the grounds, inter alia, that it was a socialist
docurent and thus foreign to African Natiomalism (Bunting,
1975). In his riposte to this charge, Nelson Mandela denied
cogently that the Cnarter constitutes 'a blue-print for a
socialist state'. Moreover he stressed that the dispossession
of the white 'mining kings' and 'land barons' called for in the
Charter would result, not in socialism, but would, on the con-
trary, '... open up fresh fields for the development of a pros-
perous non-European bourgeois class’.  Consequently he  argued
'for the first time in the history of this country the non
Buropean bourgeoisie will have the opportunity to own in their
own rame and right mills and factories, and trade and private
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enterprise will boom and flourish as never before' (Mardela,
1956:248).

In spite of the efforts of the 'Africanists' the Freedom
Charter was adopted by the ANC as its official programe in 1956
and has become its lodestar. However, controversy over the
Charter's meaning has never abated among opponents of apartheid.
Surveying the role of the Charter over the last 30 years, Ray-
mond Suttner acknowledges that after the ocutlawing of the ANC in
1961 the Charter remained largely dormant in South African
politics until the emergence after 1976 of a political movement
which identified itself with the Congress tradition of the 1950s
(Suttner, 1984:3). During the 1960s, neither liberals nor ad-
herents of the Black consclousness movement, which emerged to-
wards the end of the decade, accorded the Charter any pertinence
to their struggles agpinst the South African state. More
strikingly the renascent black trade union movement of the early
1970s never perceived the Charter as relevant to its exigencies.
Such non-appreciation of the Charter by a workers' organisation
was, in Suttrer's view, erronecus. Whilst not challenging Man-
dela's denial in 1956 that the Charter was a blue-print' for a
socialist state', Suttner, both in The Freedom Charter - The
PReople’s Charter in the Nineteen Fighties and in Thirty Years of
the Freedom Charter (Suttrer and Cronin, forthcoming), advances
the thesis that the Charter is 'anti-capitalist'.

Cronin and Suttrer define the Freedom Charter as a 'people's
charter'. It is not, they contend, to be defined as socialist,
petty bourgeois, or bourgeois in mature. It articulates the
interests of all those oppressed by and opposed to apartheid.
The Freedom Charter 'is a document that seeks to win the support
of all those who oppose apartheid, all classes and strata who
have an interest in its destruction' (Suttrer & Cronin, forth-
coming). They insist furthermore that the Freedom Charter,
although not socialist, is 'anti-capitalist'. A matiomal lib-
eration struggle in South Africa must, in their view, be anti-
capitalist because 'mational oppression and capitalist exploita-
tion are inextricably interlinked in South Africa'. In a counr
try in which 'nearly all the land and other assets' have been
appropriated by members of the oppressing white nation, it is
necessary that the oppressed nation acquire control of its
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economic resources in order to attain authentic autonomy.

There is, however, a non-sequitur in this attempted rendering
of the Freedom (harter as anti-capitalist. That the oppressed
nation needs to reappropriate from the oppressing nation its
ecornomic resources if it is to attain a proper independence does
not guarantee the anti-capitalist character of such a reappro-
priation. The resources in question could conceivably be
transferred into the control of a class of black capitalists and
state functioraries. This is precisely what seems to have been
envisaged by Nelson Mandela in 1956.

There is another version of the thesis ocutlined above, This
argues that certain sectors of the South African economy -
mining, agriculture and non-monopoly marufacturing - are depen—
dent upon 'backward and highly coercive forms of labour exploi-
tation backed up by a high level of state control! (Davies &
O'Meara, 1983:73; Wolpe, 1983).

Mining and agriculture are moreover South Africa's principal
earners of foreign exchange. To the extent to which capitalism
in South Africa is deperdent upon such a cheap labour force, the
elimiration of apartheid in this perspective is incompatible
with the reproduction of capitalist relations of production in
South Africa. Therefore a successful struggle for mtional
liberation might be said to be anti-capitalist, even if not
socialist, in that it would undermire the conditions of capi~
talist reproduction in South Africa.

Any such attempt to interpret the Freedom Charter as anti-
capitalist is weakened however by the 'class essentialism' which
informs it. It assumes that without the oppressive structures
of apartheid the black South African working class would
inmediately cease to tolerate capitalist subjection. It remains
however to be demonstrated that matiomal liberation is a suffi-~
cient condition for the emergence of a revolutionary proletariat
in South Africa. In any case this latter interpretation of the
Freedon Charter is not that advanced by Cronin and Suttrer.
Even if it were, their case that the Freedom Charter is anti-
capitalist would not be any stronger.

There exists yet a third interpretation of the Freedom Char—
ter. This agrees that the Charter does not express a project
for the construction of a socialist society. However it argues
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that the realisation of the Freedom (harter would not simply
produce a deracialised capitalism. In fact on this interpreta-
tion of the Charter such a society would not be capitalist at
all. Tt would be a transitional social formation, a national-
democracy, located chronologically between capitalism and so~
cialism ard its path of development would be 'non-capitalist'.
This is how the South African Communist Party interprets the
Freedom Charter in its programre The Foad to Swth Africm
Freedom. In both this text and in more recent usage the terms
'mational-democracy and 'matioral democratic struggle! are in-
adequately defined as is their articulation with the corpus of
marxist theory. Before any assessment can be attempted either
of the coherence of the concept 'matiormal-democracy' or of its
pertinence to South African corditions and its capacity to
elucidate the Freedom Charter, it will first be necessary to
trace this concept's theoretical and historical genesis and to
identify the f‘unot%on attributed to it by the political tradi-
tion supporting it.

NATTONAL-DEMDCRACY - THE GENEALOGY OF A CONCEPT

From the Tth Congress of the Comintern in 1935 until 1947
(excepting the period of the German-Soviet pact of 1939-1945)
the intermational commnist movement practised a strategy of
alliance with all social sectors ard states which were anti-
fascist. This expressed itself in the pre-War Popular Fronts,
in the war-time Grand Alliance of the USSR, the USA and Great
Britain as well as in other anti-facist alliances during the
war. At the close of the war this strategy was maintained and
resulted in the formation of goverrments of matioral unity and
reconstruction (in which conmunist parties participated) in
France and Italy during the immediate post war honeymoon period.
(1945-1947) (Birchall, 1975, p 42, Chs. 1-6; Claudin, 1975, p
49, ch. 5; Spriauvo, 1985, Chs. 15-18)

At the same time, the situation in the countries of Eastern
Europe was characterised by the eminent Hungarian economist
Fugene Varga as ‘'absolutely new in the history of humanity'. It
was argued that in these countries there did not exist a dic-
tatorship of the proletariat. In some cases in fact coalition
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goverrments existed comprising comunist parties as well as
parties representing other classes, including the national bour-
geoisie. Such states were defined as 'meither a bourgeois
dictatorship nor a proletarian dictatorship' and were variously
referred to as 'people's democracies', 'new democracies' and
'democracies of a special type'. Private capitalist property in
the means of production was seen as still having an important
role to play in their economies which were defined as mixes,
i.e. combining three sectors, viz the state, the capitalist and
the peasant and handicraft. These societies were defined as
developing 'in the direction of socialism' but not as yet 'buil-
ding socialism'. Theirs it was held was a unique route to
socialism (and eventually commmism); one that had never been
travelled before in that it involved not an immediate movement
from capitalism to socialism and the dictatorship of the prole-
tariat but the prior traversing of an additiomal transitional
period.  (Johnson, 1972: 13-16; Kase, 1968:15-19; Spriano,
1985:279-304)

Additionally it is arguable that another contemporary model
for the future concept national-democracy lay in the arguments
for 'new democracy' developed by Mao Zedung. Meo argued in 1940
that wwer Chinese conditions 'a new type of revolution' is
possible — one 'led by the proletariat or with the participation
of the proletariat in the leadership and having as its aim, in
the first stage, the establishment of a new—democratic society
ard state under the joint dictatorship of the revolutionary
classes'. The C(hinese bourgeoisie was a 'revolutionary class
imbued with a spirit which leads it to fight against foreign
imperialism and the domestic govermments of bureaucrats and
warlords'. The form of this new democratic state would be
reither 'the old European-American form of capitalist republic
under bourgeois dictatorship' nor a 'republic of the dictator-
ship of the proletariat' but a third (state form) namely the
'new democracy! republic (Mao, 1972:252-254) Mao characterised
the 'new democracy' revolution as entailing 'mationalisation of
all big capital and big enterprises ... distribution of the land
of landlords amongst the peasants, and at the same time the
gereral  preservation of private capitalist enterprises.!'
(Johnson, 1972:12)
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The theory of ‘'the two camps' advanced by Zhdanov in his
report to the conference of nine cammunist parties in Poland (in
1947) at which the formation of the Cominform was announced led
however to a fimdamental charge of strategy. (Birchall, 1975;
Claudin, 1975; Spriamo, 1985) On Zhdanov's aralysis of the
international conjuncture (developed largely in response to the
Marshall Plan' offensive of the USA) the world had become
bifurcated into two implacably antagonistic 'camps', the 'anti-
imperalist democratic' camp and the 'imperialist anti-democra-
tic!' camp. In such a highly polarised world there was no place
for the politics of alliance and unity practiced by the interna-
tional coommnist movement during the previous decade ard a 'left
turn' ensued. Accordingly the camunist parties in the col-
onial, semi-colonial and dependent countries were to eschew
alliances formed with the natiomal bourgeoisie during the pre-
ceding period. Moreover in the dualistic perspective of Zhda-
nov's analysis, countries which had recently acquired indeper-—
dence uwnder the leadership of the national bourgeoisie were
consigned to the camp of imperialism and their claims to neu-
trality and national autonomy rejected as specious. The fol-
lowing text from 1947 illustrates this Zhdarpvite perspective:

Thus in the colonies, it is not only the feudal
upper crust but also the bourgeoisie closely bourd up
with it which, because of its class nature, is
incapable of applying itself consistently and utterly
to the struggle to rescue the country from the
clutches of political and economic backwardness that
stem from imperial enslavement. (Zhukov, 1947:261)

In sympathy with this change, a concerted attempt to redefine
the nature of the People's Democracies in conformity with the
exigencies of the 'theory of the to camps' had to be made. This
entailed a homogenisation of what had hitherto been considered
diverse paths to socialism. George Dimitrov, the Bulgarian
Comunist leader, inaugurated this new phase in his report to
the 5th Congress of the Bulgarian Commmnist Party in 1948.
(Claudin, 1975:462-63; Jasa, 1968:22-25. 204; Spriano, 1985:304)
Dimitrov denied that there was any essential difference between
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the People's Democracies arnd the Soviet state. Tt was now
declared that dictatorships of the proletariat existed in the
former and that these were socialist societies. Whatever diff-
erences distinguished the Soviet Union from the People's Democ~
racies were relegated to mere djfferences of 'methods, means,
forms and tempos of movement', nothing in other words which
undermined the thesis that there exists a unique path to so-
cialism.

This amlysis was however before long to be replaced by a
novel approach to the question of comunist strategy and so-
cialist transformation in the colonies and ex-colonies based on
the concept 'matiomal democracy'. The 'switch' of 1947 had not
resulted in an increase of commmist influence in the colonial,
semi-colonial and deperndent countries. The behaviour of na-
tiomlist regimes, often domirated by the matiomal bourgeoisie,
in many newly independent countries was increasingly incompat-
able with their conceptualisaticn in the theory of 'two camps'.
Their quest for independence arnd non-aligment showed itself to
be more than mere rhetoric and many of them initiated far-
reaching social and economic reforms. Not only did the Zhdano-
vite schema seem inconsistent with developments in the under-
developed (colonial and ex—colonial) world, but it was politi-
cally unfruitful both for the Soviet Union on the intermational
plane and for muerous communist parties in underdeveloped coun-
tries.

Gradually the amalysis of the mature of underdeveloped social
formations changed as did the strategy pursued vis-a-vis such
social formations by the Soviet Union and by ratiomal commnist
parties. The Soviet Union ceased demeaning decolonisation as
merely formal and began to recognise it as an essential pre-
requisite for the full emancipation of the colonies. It began
to acknowledge the authenticity of the claim by many newly-
independent countries to be non-aligned. It strove in co~-
operation with them to construct a 'Zone of Peace' by bracketing
together the ‘'socialist camp'! and the non-aligned countries
against the advanced capitalist imperialist countries. (Cameére
d'Encausse & Schram, 1969, Part 3, Introduction; Cattell, 1963;
Cohen, 1972; Dallin, 1963; Dinerstein, 1963; Kapur, 1972, Chs.
1-3; Kinghoffer, h. 3; Lowenthal, 1963; Morison, 1964; Ojha,
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