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Lavendhri Pillay is a teenager in South Africa. When people ask her who she is, she
replies:
	“I’m South African.” Then they say, “No-no-no, but what are you?” When I was small, I was always told that my great-grandfather came from India to pick sugarcane, but my family doesn’t really have ties to India anymore. So I say, “I was born here, I’ve lived here my whole life, I don’t know anything else, so I’m South African.”


“Who are you?” is a question that we have all been asked at one time or another. And like Lavendhri Pillay, in answering, we reveal our identity. Most of us view our identity as a combination of many factors, including ties to a particular community, school, or nation. Our values and beliefs matter, as do the decisions and experiences that have shaped our lives.
From 1948 to 1994, a group of laws, collectively known as apartheid (which literally means “separateness”), shaped the way people in South Africa viewed their identity.
Albie Sachs, a white activist who opposed apartheid and now serves as a judge on South Africa’s Constitutional Court, defines apartheid as:
	the “total control of individual human beings and communities through the law. . . . Your whole fate was determined by the color of your skin and only whites had the vote. They had the power and they could determine the fate and destiny of the rest of the population.”


Phylicia Oppelt, a black reporter for the Sunday Times in South Africa, says of those years:
	“I grew up in a system of apartheid that [spread through] every aspect of my existence. For most of my life I was taught to expect racial slurs, to accept as a fact of existence that the rights and privileges available to whites were not available to me. I was taught to be less. For most of my 29 years, my life was preordained. My skin color dictated where I lived, which school I attended, the church where I prayed, the cinemas I entered, the public restrooms I used, the beaches I visited.”


In the 1970s, a black activist named Steve Biko tried to teach young blacks that they were not less or inferior. He and others in the Black Consciousness movement inspired black South Africans to be proud of their identity.
Biko told them,
	“Merely by describing yourself as black, you have started on a road towards emancipation. You have committed yourself to fight against all forces that seek to use your blackness as a stamp that marks you out as a subservient being.” He also reminded them to value their heritage. “A people without a positive history is like a vehicle without an engine. They always live in the shadow of a more successful history.”
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For young Coloreds, South Africans of mixed ancestry, a society based on skin color posed special problems. Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the first African to head the nation’s Anglican church, explains the conditions.
Tutu says:
	“Many times, in the same family one child has been classified white while another with a slightly darker hue has been classified Colored, with all the horrible consequences for the latter of being shut out from membership of a greatly privileged caste… Some children [killed themselves rather than be] “shut out.”

	[image: image2.jpg]





In 1994, apartheid officially ended in South Africa. That year a new government came to power, one elected by people of all races and ethnicities. The nation’s new president was Nelson Mandela, a black male.
In his autobiography, A Long Walk to Freedom, Mandela writes,
	“The policy of apartheid created a deep and lasting wound in my country and my people. All of us will spend many years, if not generations, recovering from that profound hurt.”


In 1996, Tim McGee, an American teacher, and Anne Blackshaw, an American community worker, photographed and interviewed 65 young South Africans about the effects of apartheid. Twelve of those interviews appear in a book called, No More Strangers Now. A black South African—Ricardo Thando Tollie who lives with his family in Vrygrond (Free Ground) outside Cape Town—told the pair:
	I’ve lived in a shack my whole life. It’s been very difficult to grow up in a place like this because the community has nothing. People don’t have proper houses, don’t have toilets. When it’s raining, it’s leaking everywhere in our shack; you have to try and sleep in places the rain won’t reach you. As kids we didn’t have many toys, so we would take old car tires and push them along with sticks or make some kites with paper.
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Sometimes a guy would steal a bike from somewhere else; then he would come by and offer it to us. If we had any money, we’d buy it and then we’d have to change the way it looked. That’s how we got things.
We didn’t have a school in Vrygrond, so my parents sent me to a nearby school in a Colored township. In the mornings I would make a fire to heat up the iron, and sometimes the fire would make the iron dirty, so I’d end up with a black mark on my white shirt. Then I’d leave for school at half past six, walk for an hour and a half, and get to school with my hair not clean, my hair not combed.
At school I was the only black and the only kid from Vrygrond, and the kids were always putting me down. They would say, “Ha! You’re living in the shacks in that kaffir [a derogatory term] place! You’re poor! You live in the sewer! You can’t stay with us in this school!” I didn’t have a lot of friends, and in class and at break I was always by myself. I stopped saying that I stayed in Vrygrond because I was too embarrassed.
But when I was twelve, I was seeing many black people fighting against apartheid, and I began to realize, it’s because of apartheid, that’s why we don’t have proper houses! Why must I hide the place I live in? I realized that black people came to Vrygrond because the whites wanted the blacks to work for them but then wouldn’t allow us to live next to them in their white areas. So I started telling the kids at school that I lived in Vrygrond, and if they laughed, I would ask them, “Why are you laughing? I can’t help it if I stay in shacks like this!”
At this age I was getting cross at apartheid and blaming the white people, because I saw that apartheid put the white man up there, the Colored in the middle, and the black man down here. I thought that maybe I could have lived like whites if they didn’t treat us the way they did in apartheid. . . .
When I see whites in their big houses, I still get jealous and angry. I hope the white kids will come and see how we live in Vrygrond. They don’t know there are such places in Cape Town; it’s not on a map, and it will never be on TV. They need to know the troubles we still have here and need to know how their fathers and grandfathers treated our people before. They must see that most people are not free like them.


Leandra Jansen van Vuuren, is an Afrikaner—a white South African of Dutch descent. Her ancestors were among the nation’s first European settlers. She, too, recalls life under apartheid.
	When I was small I was told I had to stay away from black people because they were almost like animals: They were dangerous; they could kill you. I used to overhear my aunt telling my mother that blacks were going to take over our houses, kill the women and children and that the men were not allowed to leave their children and wives at home. My father had a .22 rifle, and he said, “Okay, my darling, if they come into our house, we’ll just kill them.”
My father raises chickens and pigs on our farm, and I used to go with him when he’d sell them in the black townships. I’d see black kids there, but I’d just walk away from them. . . 
To me it just seemed that blacks and whites were in different places. At school and church there were only whites; they didn’t tell us about the way blacks lived. I didn’t know what was happening to black people, that things were unfair. They taught us about all the dead Afrikaners that the blacks had killed, to be proud of the places where Afrikaners died for us, and that Afrikaners had done good things for South Africa.
So when I heard that apartheid was going away, I hated it. I thought, Why must they move near us, why must they take our land over, why must they mix with us? When I’d visit my nephew near Pretoria and we’d see black kids who had moved close,  we’d chase them on bikes, and we’d yell, “Hey, why are you coming here?”


During apartheid, the government allowed a few religious schools in South Africa to admit students of all races. Lavendhri Pillay attends one of these schools. She says of the experience.
	Since I was seven, I’ve gone to school at Sacred Heart, where everybody’s completely mixed. We’ve got Colored, black, British, Chinese, white, Indian, Afrikaans, everybody. So from an early age I learned to accept these different people. In our  school it’s about what kind of reputation you make for yourself, what kind of person you are. . . .
I have a really big group of friends, and within that group we have the whole country. But there’s never been any weirdness between us at all. We aren’t black, white, Indian, or Colored; we’re just us. We don’t actually look at anybody’s race; it’s just,  “Hey, you’re my friend, you’re a nice person. I like you.” . . .
Because we’re mixed, we’re more powerful; we get to learn from each other. If I were to be in a completely Indian community, it would always be the same things.  But when I visit my friends’ homes, I see differences in their settings, and all of our families deal with things totally differently. It’s a learning experience.
I’ve also been to Soweto and Eldorado Park [a black township and a Colored one, both located near Johannesburg] many times, and I’ve been able to see what other people are actually going through. It’s good for me to see that I’m not the only person on earth and not everybody lives like me. I’ve been able to grow up with everything I need. If I didn’t see those places, I would think that everybody had normal houses and enough money to do what they wanted like I do. Then I think I’d be quite small-minded.


