
A case from the Johannesburg Advice Office files 

Maria Aplane 
- victim of apartheid 

SHEENA DUNCAN 

|y|ARIA APLANE came to the 
advice office because she 

had lost her job. She didn't come 
because she needed help in find
ing new work but because, with 
her job. she has lost everything 
including all hope for the future. 

Her life and the circumstances 
which have brought her to this 
moment where she stares disaster 
in the face are nothing out of the 
ordinary. These things are hap
pening to thousands of people 
every day. What makes her story 
and theirs so peculiar is that 
their tragedies are entirely due 
to the laws of South Africa. None 
of it need have happened. All of 
it will go on happening until the 
pass laws are expunged from the 
statute book. She and her child
ren could eat tomorrow if she 
were only allowed to continue to 
earn her daily bread but they 
won't eat because it is not per
mitted. 

Maria is a citizen of this won
derful country, rich in its land, in 
its people, and in its resources. 
She is a capable woman, strong 
and independent, BUT SHE IS A 
BLACK SOUTH AFRICAN and 
this and this alone is the reason 
for her hunger today and her 
terror of what may happen to 
her children tomorrow. 

She was born on a farm in the 
Orange Free State and spent a 
happy childhood there. Her father 
had cattle — and the use of land 
to plough and grow food on. They 
were poor by white South Africa's 
standards, but there was enough 
and she grew up a strong and 

comely woman. She married and 
bore four children and there was 
extra money coming in from her 
husband's earnings. 

Then he abandoned her. We 
did not ask what had happened 
or why she was divorced from 
him because there was too much 
pain in the interview already, but 
it is probably that, like so many 
migrant workers who are not al
lowed to take their wives and 
children to the places where they 
work, he formed a new relation
ship with another woman in town 
and fathered more children. 
There would not be enough 
money to support two families 
and himself in his single quarters 
in a hostel so the distant family 
was forgotten. 

Maria then had to find work 
becaus© there had to be money 
to pay for school and books and 
clothes for the children. The 
eldest was eight years old when 
she came to Johannesburg !n 
1969. 

She couldn't be registered in 
legal employment because there 
had been an embargo on the 
entry of women into the towns 
for many years. A woman had tr> 
prove that she had remained in 
Johannesburg since before the 
10th March 1959 if she was to 
be registered, but Maria found 
jobs as a daily paid domestic 
worker because there were 
plenty of employers who didn't 
fuss about registration proced
ures. She was able to send 
money home to her parents and 
with this and with the milk and 

eggs, mealies and vegetables her 
father produced, her children 
thrived. 

Then in 1974 a very bad thing 
happened. Her parents and her 
children were resettled from the 
farm to a place in Qwa Qwa. near 
Witsieshoek. Resettled Is too 
polite a word to use about the 
millions of black people who 
have been uprooted from where 
they have been living, sometimes 
for many generations, sometimes 
since before the white men came 
and grabbed the land, and who 
have been dumped in the over
crowded Bantustans. 

This family, like so many thous
ands of other families, was put 
into a "closer settlement". Maria's 
father was forced to sell his live
stock because people are not al
lowed to keep cattle in settle
ments. The stands are too small, 
the people too many, and there is 
no grazing. He would not get 
much of a price for his animals 
because when a person is forced 
to sell he must take what is ot
tered and there have been many 
and bitter complaints expressed 
about the white men who have 
been able to buy cheap and sell 
profitably a few months later. 

In this new place Maria's father 
has a small garden round the 
house but he cannot grow even a 
few vegetables because there is 
no water. There is a communal 
standpipe some distance from 
the house but the flow is not good 
and when the children or their 
grandmother go to fill the bucket 
they must stand for a long time 
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in the queue waiting, as the water 
trickles into the long line of con
tainers ahead of them. 

The family was thus rendered 
entirely dependent on Maria's 
earnings. She managed. Life was 
more difficult for all of them but 
she did manage and money went 
home regularly. Food became the 
priority item in the budget and 
other things had to be gone with
out, but they survived. 

In May 1979 the report of the 
Commission of Inquiry into the 
Utilisation of Manpower — the 
Riekert Report — was published. 

This is a most important docu
ment and much of it is devoted 
to an analysis of the pass laws 
and the way they work — not in 
human terms — but as a struc
ture of control. 

In this report Dr Riekert re
commends greater freedom of 
movement for qualified urban 
people — that is those people 
who have lived continuously in 
one town since they were born 
and can prove it, those who have 
lived with a permit in one town 
for fifteen years and those who 
have worked in registered em
ployment with one employer 'or 
ten years provided that the em
ployment was not registered un
der the one-year contract system. 
This group is a small proportion 
of the whole black population and 
the privileges to be granted to 
them do not apply to Maria in 
any way. For her the recom
mendations of the Commission 
were disastrous. 

Dr Riekert found that the sys
tem of influx control was ineffici
ent and made recommendations 
to make it more efficient. He has 
succeeded in doing so. It is now 
so efficient that thousands of 
people have lost their only means 
of survival. MARIA is one of them. 

The Commission recommended 
that the penalties on employers 
of unregistered workers be made 
very much more severe. Govern
ment accepted the recommenda
tion and on 4th July 1979 an 
amendment to Section 10 bis of 
the Urban Areas Act was gazet
ted. The fine which could be im
posed on the employer of an un
registered worker was increased 

from a maximum of R100 to a 
maximum of R500 or three months 
imprisonment for a first offence. 
For a second offence the mini
mum punishment is now R500 or 
imprisonment for not less than 
three months or both the fine and 
imprisonment OR imprisonment 
without the option of a fine. 
MARIA was tten teetering on the 
brink Of disaster but one week 
later the Government announced 
a moratorium. Workers who had 
been illegally employed by one 
employer for a full year prior to 
31st July 1979, or who had been 
illegally employed by several em
ployers in one town for three 
full years were to be allowed to 
register in their employment pro
vided that they had accommoda
tion. This concession lasted until 
the 31 st October 1979 and dur
ing the three and a half month 
period 84 379 illegal workers were 
registered in the prescribed 
areas. The registration was for 
one year only and those people 
who remain in the same job can 
expect to be allowed to extend 
the registration for another year 
by returning to their home area 
with a call-in-card to attest a new 
one year contract with the same 
employer. 

Those who lose their jobs and 
who officially live in one of the 
homelands are not allowed to re
gister again in any new employ
ment. 

One of MARIA'S daily employers 
for whom she had worked for 
more than a year and on whose 
premises she lived registered her 
on 25th September 1979 the re
gistration being valid until 25th 
September 1980. The employer 
had to pay the West Rand Ad
ministration Board a sum of R18 
for back registration fees. For 
the first time in a decade MARIA 
could walk in the streets without 
being constantly alert for police 
conducting a pass raid. She could 
even go out in the evenings with 
an easy mind provided she was 
back in her room before the cur
few hour. She would no longer 
need to hide when word went 
round the neighbourhood that 
WRAB inspectors were conduct
ing a door to door search for 
"i l legals". 

MARIA has never been paid for 
the one day a week she has 
worked for Mrs X. Her work has 
been the rent for her room in Mrs 
X.'s backyard. After the registra
tion Mrs X. told MARIA that s^e 
would have to pay the R18 regis
tration fee although this fee is 
legally a charge on the employer. 
MARIA paid the sum to Mrs X. 
from the money she was paid by 
her other daily employers, in 
November, feeling that because 
she was registered she was more 
secure, she asked Mrs X. to pay 
her for her day's work. She was 
sacked on the spot. She lost that 
job and her room and one by 
one lost all her other daily jobs 
because the moratorium had 
ended and none of her other em
ployers could register her nor 
could they afford to risk R500,00 
by allowing her to go on working 
illegally. 

She moved in with a friend in 
someone else's backyard and be
gan looking for new work. 

Every time she found a pros
pective employer the offer fell 
through because she cannot bo 
registered. She will remain un
employed because all illegal job 
opportunities have been cut off 
and she has no chance of getting 
work through the labour bureaux 
recruitment procedures because 
women are not recruited to work 
in town. Even in municipalities 
such as Randburg and Sandton 
where recruitment of women on 
one year contracts from Trans
vaal homeland areas used to be 
allowed such recruitment has 
stopped. 

This is in line with another of 
the Riekert Commission's recom
mendations that strict control be 
exercised over recruitment from 
the homelands. Employers will not 
be allowed to requisition for work
ers unless there is no "local la
bour" available. Local labour in 
this context means qualified 
urban labour. People who qualify 
will be allowed to move from a 
town where there is no work to 
one where they have a job and 
accommodation to go to. They 
are already lawfully resident in 
the so-called white areas and al
lowing them to move from one 
place to another will not increase 
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the number of black people in 
these areas so will not infringe 
the policy. 

This cut back on recruitment 
has effectively shut off the last 
remaining hope of sustenance for 
MARIA's family. Her eldest son 
is now 18 years old and could 
leave school and enter the labour 
market in order to try to support 
his mother, his grandparents and 
his siblings but there is no point 
in him doing so. 

If he leaves school he is com
pelled by law to register at the 
Labour Bureau at Witsieshoek as 
a workseeker within one month. 
However, being registered as a 
workseeker does not mean that 
he is allowed to seek work. There 
is no work for him in Qwa Owa. 
There are thousands of un
employed people to fill any of the 
few vacancies which become 
available there. If he moves out 
of the homeland and looks for 
work in a "white" town, he, like 
his mother, would not be allowed 
to register in any job he found. 

He is supposed to wait in Qwa 
Qwa until his labour Bureau re
ceives a requisition for workers or 
until a recruiting agent comes to 
recruit workers. For many years 
in the homelands there have been 
hundreds more unemployed men 
waiting for jobs than there have 
been jobs offered and now requi
sitions are dwindling away be
cause of the increased control. 
As a young inexperienced man 
he would have small chance of 
being picked out of the crowds 
waiting to jump at the few op
portunities. He would have no 
chance at all of being offered any 
kind of job with the sort of pros
pects his schooling has made him 
hope for. Skilled workers and 
educated men are not recruited 
(except from some homeland 
townships which are the dor
mitory suburbs to "white" towns 
as happens in Natal for example). 
They are supposed to work in
side the homelands even if there 
is no work for them to do. This is 
in spite of South Africa's urgent 

need for skilled workers which is 
to be met by importing workers 
from Europe. 

So what is MARIA to do? We 
don't know where she is now. 
The law expects her to go home 
to sit and rot away with her par
ents and her children. Maybe this 
is what will happen to her. We 
will never know. Probably she 
will stay in town. She coujd beg. 
She could become a prostitute. 
This could be quite profitable. 
White men are said to pay quite 
well for good looking black wo
men. She could steal. Perhaps 
her children will leave the coun
try to join the liberation army. One 
could hardly expect that their 
hearts and minds have been won 
into support of the status quo or 
that she and her parents can feel 
very enthusiastic about South 
Africa's brand of "free enter
prise". Perhaps she will just die. 

What she cannot do is to con
tinue to work honestly and cap
ably for the support of herself and 
her children. That is not allowed. 

BOOK REVIEW 
"MAIDS AND MADAMS," 

by Jacklyn Cock—R a van Press. 

| T is not often that a scholarly 
work can be recommended as 

a "must". But in order to under
stand the complexities of the posi
tion of women in South Africa. 
and especially the position of the 
domestic servant, this book 
should be compulsory reading. 
The greater part is easy reading 
and indeed filled with quotations 
from the domestics themselves 
that reflect on our society. All 
who are serious about planning 
for a reasonable future for South 
Africa must include in the plan
ning, a new dispensation for all 
South Africa's women. 

Jacklyn Cock fcas analysed the 
position of the domestic servant 
in the Eastern Cape in relation to 
her view of herself; her relation
ship with her employer, and her 
employer's relationship with the 
society in which they both live. 

As a South African and an em-

— Continued on Pap,e 12 
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