THE CONGRESS
OF THE PEOPLE

DAWN Interview with
Comrade Joe Modise
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Dawms The corveuing of the
Congrese of the People (COP)
at which our people adopted
their programme, the Freedoxr
e Charter on June 26, 1555 ati
Kliptown: was the mogt repre-
sentative cangress ever held
in our ccuntryv. Would you
give us an account of how pre-
parations for this Tremencouely
guccessful congress wore made?
#) Cde Joe Modise: Latmh“ ‘the
/ conivening of the Comymress of the
People in Scuth ifrica was oie
of the most impertant evente that
¥ has taken piace during that period
of owr atruggle in oux counixy,
It came chortly after the Defisnce
Campaign wricl was aisc another very
-important event ir the histoxy of
our struggle. The Africzn National
Congress together wiin its allies
deciced that the people of ESouth
Africas should be consulted in the
type of government they would like to
have, Thie included all tle people of
K - South Africa, Even the ruling circles
were in‘L'i.‘bBli. The invitation was not anly confired to the
oppresred groups in our country., It was extended to all our
people, Guidance was given to the zembers of our organisation
and merbers of the sllied organisations. At the time the
allies of the ANC were South African Indien Congress, Coloured
People's Congress, Congrese of Democrats, South African Cong-
reaz of Trade Uniong and the South African Communist Farty.
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All these bodies formed vhat wes then and what is still regari-
~ed @as the allied movement of the psople of South Africs.

These Cangresses were under the leadership of the m:, and
the ANC togeiler with its allies decided that a Congress of
the People should bhe convencd where the demands of the people
should be put forward and then once those demands have becen
put forward, the peorle led by the organisations must struggle
to make these demands areality . In other words io attain a
rituation where these demands could be implemented.

The directives that were given by the ANC and ites alliecs
to all its supporters werce to the effect that people in ull
coymere of South Africe must ovganise thersclveg irnto groups,
collect the demandn of the people throughoui the country ani
explain to the people what the aims and objectives of the CCF
were,

AIMS

Firetly, these ainms are, 28 [ have alruaiy discasaed to
yous to ccliect the demands of the pecple, to find out frum
the people cxantly how dc they want to be governed in. the
land of their birth., The divectives were tiat in the urban
areas people should ¢ivido themselver into wvarioua. groups,
for instance, 1 will give you an examples ecbout the area waere
I was and where I participated, At the time of this campaign
T wag in a place called Suphiatown which has now been demoli-
ghed haviny been declared a black spot aud Africans raving
bein removed avvi it wvas set aside for whites, But at tne time
we were stiil there ané our directives were wo the efiect that
we ehoudd divide the whole of Sophiatown into olocks. A nam-
ber of streets comprised & block, In our area for instanca,
three gireets carprieed & block and the streets ran throunghaut
the township, The number of familiee in that block was well
cver 600, We were to go from house to house pweting the peo-
ple, explainicg to the people what the campaign wes all about
and cocllecting the demande of the pecple, insiruciing the peo-
pie, alter we had collected the demands, that the same demands
~that they had given to us they will give to their delegates,
We told the people the methods of electing a delegate tiat

was going to roovresent them at the COP, 0o the procodure was
as follows: that this blook will then core together, convene

a meeting and at that meeting they will eleot their dolegate
and their delegante will be provided with their demands and
these demands were t0 be forwarded to the Congress whick was
g;;.g to take place om June 26, at a place c:lled Kliptown, in
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This method of organising the people was employed in the
whole of Sophiatown which was New Clare at the tim“:nﬁ New
Claxe proper, 2 place beyund Western Native Township, Those
were the western areas. We also know that the same mothods
were empioyed in a2 11 the other urban axeas, place s
like Alexandex townghip, Orlando Eaet, Orlundo West, Phefeni,
Pimville ané places like Kliptowm itself. The same method was
enployed throughocut the country, Cape, Ratal, Orange Free
State and the Transvaal, We were also told that in the rursl
are:s people on the farms were trought togsthex and there the
ideas of the corvernrs of the CC? were put furward to the peo=
pie, People wexrs told to organise themselves and that they
had to nut forward t{heir demands and elect their own Tepre-
sentatives who were going tc be sent to the COP to prepent
avmonds, Jr short, this procees was carried out throughout the
ﬂﬂmmi )

Tawn: What was the responee of the Pretoria racists ani their
cosTeive 8pparatue, the police [or inazance?

« Cde Joe Modise:s I must point out here that this process did
not o unhampered, In various areas there was police harrass-
went, In ihe rursl areas, particularly, where our pecple 2re
working under Airikaney farmers, there was 2 certain amount of
intimidation. But in spite of this veople did organise them-
gulives,  Ther did put their demerds on paper and presented them
to their delegates wnom they had elected 224 who in ture w'ou-
ght them to the COP which wags convened inm Xliptown, The mow
ter of delegates who managed to arrive at this Cangress asouni-
ed to 3,000, I{ im evidenmt thal wuck more wiuld have come to
the COP,

DELEGATE

At the Time of “‘he Congress delegates coming from Natal,
from tke Eastem Cape, 1be Weatern Cape ani some frox the Ura-
nge Free State were stopped on the way by th: police ani pre-
vented from coming to.the (0P, We roceived telegrams ard some
mansged tc send individual representatives who came to the
0P, Some of theu srrived late but they came Lo report that
their delegations were giopped en route *to the COP and they
in turn were sen: to forward these reports to the COP, and to
report that people in their areas were prepared to come and
forward their demands to the COP, Unfortumately this couid
not oe achieved because of the aotivities of the pclice, Eut
the COP which lacted 5 days where these demands were put for-
waxd was representative of all the people of South Africa, At

L8




this Tongress you found African people, White people, Indian
people, the Coloured commmity, including a sprinkling of
members of the Chinese community, which is a very small ccxme
nity in Scuth Africa. In short all our people were represented
at this Congress except the ruling circles which deliberately
stayed away from this Congress, bdecause they were aware of the
fact that the demands that were going tn be put forward by the
people were demands which were not going 1o be in their inte-
rests Decause we all know that their interest iz to exclude the
people from the organs of power and obviously at the Congress
vhere people are asked to put forward their demands those
demanis will definitely go against their interests. In spite

. of their absence the COP proceeded and it was a sucoess,

POLXCE

One fact has got to De pointed out here, that although
taie Congress wvas a succeas it waws nol easy, it was not amooihe
going all along the way. The whole area was surxounded by
police, some of them mountad on horses, csome of themon foot,
some of them on troop=carriers, all armed to the teeth, There
va3 & lot of provocation on. the part of the polices In fact
tlwo intention wus to provake the people at this Longress icto
acts of vinlence, A few jecple vwere violentiy manhandiled by
tre police themselves axl hy so dving they hoped that the peo-
pie would retaliate violenily end if this had happemed 2t svch
a Congress it would have given thew an opportunity of breaxing
vp this Congress and drowning the eriire Comgress in a blood~
‘bath, This was tie aim of the police, Fortunately for us,
sur people saw the intertions of the police ané they responded
very well to the insuructions of the leadership. I must say
we owe this gucesss, in 8o far ae the condunt of mumr people is
concerned, to the campaigns = tnat preceded the CO0F, Owr veo~
ple had gone throush the Defiance Campaign whick was 4 nNon-
violent campaign and throughout thess caspauigns = ioi of acis
of provocation nad beon carried out agaiust our people., huxing
those oampaigns and when those acts of provucation wore carried
out our movement educated our people never to allow tnemseolves
to be diverted from their objestive by these¢ actis of provoca~-
tion, Our movement spent hours educating our people on the
tactics employed by the enemy particularly when the enemy rea-
1ises that it is at a disadvantage and that the people are
making Getermined progress, This -process - assisted us: in
having an orderly Congress in spite of the provocations.
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ARGUMENTS

I have said to you earlier on that these demands were
ther put forward, They were not aocepted automatieally, After
ali these demands had been put forward to the Congress, dele-
gaten started dircscussing them, Arguments were put forward in
favour of people's demands, There vwere counter-arguments from
various circles within the delegamtes, At the end of the tlree-
day Congress, people then sgreed unanimously to adopt the
dema::ds that they had put forwvard, In short, these damands
ran invo thousendes from verioua areas, In the final anaiysis
the Congress arrived at a conclusion and sll the demands were
Tormulated Into iten puinte that you see in the Freedom Charter,
This conclusion wag arrived at after a very strenucusn debate,
paople puiting forwvard certain demands whioh they thought shoue
14 come intc the Freedom Charter., OSome positions were not
really in the intereste of all the people but al'ter lengthy
dabater they thoaselves oame round to accept the positiom
that in some cases thelr poeitions were wrong. The positions
that were in ihie interzets of all fhe people were those wnich
wvere eventually adopted. This is how the Congrees of the Peo-
nle was convened and how the Freedom Charter was formulated,
Iawn: What kind of responee did you get from the people when
you wexs golog from house to hcuse collecting their demands
in the campaigr leading up to the Congreas of the Peopie?
w: It is true thai mambers of the ANC played an
_important role in thiw canpeign, that is, going from house to
houre exd petting the people's demards but I must also point
gut that it was not only confined to members of the ARC nor
she alliea. Peopie vho were not affiliated io the crganisetion
aleo took psrt in this campaig. decause trere were sireel
comittees, ant block committees which took part in this cane
paign, bul there were certain homes where we went and found a
uegniive respmee. Sometimes out of foar people would 20t respond
Javouratly, scrotiueg these were homes of peopie who wexrc con-
riacted with the authorities, hones of policemsn, and so forth,
iat on the whole -the majority of the people, after the aima
and objectives of the Congress of the People were explained .
to them, responded very entmusiasiicall,, Put the point I want
0o underllne ic this that it would .be incorxect for anybody to

say that that task wvas casy. It was not, Lecause here we were
70ing awmong the people - some of whom were not assooiated at
21). with the ARC, Tn some insiances we came acrons certiain
peepla who had affilliated to otiexr organisations, obwiouvely
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some of them did not respond positively but it suffices to
sey that the majoxity of the people respanded very well.
PEOPLE'S MOOD

: Finally, thmod.ofthapooplosﬁorthqhnd
ndpphdthe m the Freedom Charter?
Ji I have said to you that when this campaign was

conducted we went to all our people, not necessarily members
f tho ANC and some of them asked us: "How do you hope to
eve these demands because +those who are denying us parti-

auh.t
cipation in the affaire of our own country are armed, they are
an armed force and are uginrg that armmed force to prevent us
nﬂmrticiuﬂmm:m don't have an armed force® How do
ou hope to achieve these ob;}oct:l.wl?" Our vesponse to these
qneut.i.m wvat thet we have got <o unite and that the process
ofaurgoimtnthopﬂﬂrlﬂukingrur their demands and to
participate in putting forward these demands, and struggling
for them, is a process that covers the unt:ln country and if
we can achieve thie unity, we will succeed in forcing the ene-
ny to accept our demands, We explained to the people that
it's not a struggle that begins today and ends tomorrovw and
that it ie going to be a struggle that will contime for a
long time,
Imediately after these campaisms were carried out and

' people were persuaded to participaete in presenting their
demands, the mcod of expectation rose awong the peoples The
people felt that time had come for change in the affaire of
our country and naturally ty going to them snd asking them to
uk;lt?mnu demancs, we had provoked that feoling among the
people,

7 Tn 1950 the paa-s waz decided upon by the ANC.
This was gscheduled to be ked an the 3lst Maxrch, Thies was
s8:ill ove of the ANC's campaigngto mobilise the people, to get
the people united and to get the people to use their umited
force in oxder to bring about change in that comtry, I think
what the ANC had in mind wae the fact that if we had achieved
maximwm unity among the people, non~violent resistance would
be used to force the government to make change, for instance,
questions of witnholding thsir labour was one of the methuds of
struggle envisaged. The Defiance Campaigm had already taken
place and immediately after the convening of the Congress of
ihe People, strike action was in the minds of the people and a

" Oostismed on Page 40
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presence, which filled the air with croaking and blood. The

only defence you hal ageint them was the firm faith that they
would not escape justice in the end, even if they murdered
every last wiipness to theilr orimes,

At the same table with these types sat men who sought in
justice to be written with a capital M - Men, Those who used
prison rulesto protect the prisoners, who helped build the
prison collective in Number 400 and belonged to it with all
the more, since they were not Commmists; on the contrary,
they may have worked against the Communists as agonts of the
Czech police, But they realised the significance of the Come
mmists for the whole nation when they saw us battle against
the invader, and from that moment assiested each of us who
neld true and loyal even on those prison benches,

Many of our soliders outside would have wavered had they
had any conception of what awaited them once they fell into
the hands of the Gestapo. These loyal men inside had the
horrars before their eyes every day, every hour, Every hour
they lived with the expectation of being set among the priso-
ners and being tested worse than they, But they didn't
waver, They helped save the lives of thousands and tempered
the suffering of those whose lives they couldn't save, The
name of hero belongs to them. Without them Number 400
could never have become what it was to thousands of Communists:
a spot of light in a black buildirg, a trench in the rear of
the enemy, the centre of the battle for freedom right in the
den of the invader,

W
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number of people were basing the future strugzle ard campaigns
on this kind of actions,
It is true that at the time, the people had made their
. demands and said ‘they would struggle for their realisation.
A number of people even at that time were already talking of i
violent struggle against the ememy but then at the time it
was not possible for the-ANC to entertain this kind of think-.
ing, but the fact of the matter is that the people's expecta~
tions were sparked off by the Congress of the People and the
people expected more., It was now for the A.t‘rinan Rational
Congress to chart the way forward,
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