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Struggl e goes on for S. Africa's bl acks

Ahmad A. Talib

ITwasn't difficult to feel an affinity with the black popul ati on of South
Africa. Alifetine of dom nation by others had themreeling under

rel entl ess suppressi on and oppression. Apartheid had themgrossly

mar gi nal i sed in their own hone.

Theirs had been a life of forced and brutal subm ssion. It was only
recently that the shackles of apartheid were renpbved and an i ncreasing
| evel of self-esteemenerged. And even then, the remants of white
supremacy over bl acks were still apparent and w despread.

One mani festation of this was Lebo, a black driver fromthe transport
conpany engaged to ferry nenbers of the Press fromone place of assignnent
to another. | amin the Press party which is acconpanying Prine Mnister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mhat hir Moharmad on his visit to this country.

It's quite normal for the Press party to engage the services of a driver
and a van on such trips. The charges woul d be shared equally. On nost
occasi ons, one van woul d be taken by RTM one by TV3 and one by the print
nmedi a.

This time the print nedia had the services of Lebo, a reluctant bl ack
driver who had taken on the job I ess than six nonths ago. Lebo, 32, is a
thin, quiet person with a bland expression.

Al nost everyone in the van took himas he was, until we got talking
during one of the long trips outside Johannesburg. W learnt that Lebo was
far different fromother drivers.

Lebo was a public relations officer with the South African Mnistry of
Foreign Affairs. He was one of several hundred enpl oyees who were
retrenched nore than a year ago when the mnistry began a downsi zi ng
exerci se. Lebo went in search of jobs that fitted his qualification, but
none was avail abl e.

Lebo had 12 years of formal education and speaks English very well. His
job in the mnistry had exposed himto current world i ssues and he could
articulate themquite clearly. If not for the fact that the retrenchnent
was conducted on the "last in, first out" principle, Lebo would probably
have retained his job

He said: "I looked for a job everywhere. | tried to get a job that
fitted my qualification, but it was in vain. | have a child to support. |
also live with ny extended famly, and |I'mexpected to contribute to their
upkeep. After a while, | decided to take whatever job there was.

"l took up this job because | needed one. | decided that | couldn't be
choosy. If | was, ny famly would go hungry. | need the noney, we all need
the noney. O course, | had to take a big pay cut. But that's not the

point. The point is | needed a job, and if that neans | have to be a
driver, 1'd doit."

During the long trip to Pecanwood Estate, a 600ha "gold and country
living" nodelled after Country Heights in Kajang, Lebo answered a | ot of
guestions about life in South Africa. He was hopeful the black people
woul d get their rightful share of the country's wealth as econom c reforns
t ook pl ace.

He showed us vast tracts of |and, shops and buil di ngs owned by whites,
reflecting a country whose econony is run and managed by whites. It would
be quite a while before the black population truly enjoyed the bl ood,
sweat and tears of their freedomecry.

"Bear in mind that apartheid officially ended in 1994 with the el ection



of a new Governnent. My child may not fully enjoy the benefits of

i ndependance. Hi s children may ... but our first battle is to restore our
sel f-esteem have jobs and housing for everyone, bring down the crine
rate, inprove educational facilities and live decently," he said.

"Has apartheid really ended?" | asked. Lebo explained that apartheid
still existed in people-to-people interactions. He speaks of subtle
oppression. For instance, white bosses discrinnate agai nst bl ack workers,
the use of the Afrikaans |anguage is nmuch preferred over others including
Engli sh, and econom c mght still rules.

The bl acks' rise to independence will take a lot of tine to be fully
realised. It would not be possible to see blacks in effective control of
the econony in a short tinme as this would require training, opportunities,
exposure and hel p.

I ndividual s i ke Lebo need to persevere. He said that for survival's
sake, he woul d swallow his pride to feed his fanmily. Mich nore needed to
be done politically, he said. Gherwise, nartyrs |ike Steve Bi ko woul d
have died in vain. "Can we visit Biko's grave," we asked?

"You' d need arned escorts for that. It's located in a black township
where crinme is notorious. If we go unescorted in a van like this, there'l
be a ot of youths who'll rip it apart.

"Bi ko contributed to bring an end to apartheid. But the damage of
apartheid - high crine rate, | ow educational |evel anong blacks, a built-
in perception that they are surrounded by enemes - will take a long, |ong
time to di sappear,"” he added.

On one short trip, we saw a big school and children playing inits
field. Some kind of football conpetition was going on. Wen | asked Lebo
if this was a whites-only school, he said: "It was, but nowthere are a
few bl ack students there. But the fees are so high that very, very few
bl acks can afford it."

( END)
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