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At 7.00 am,
Segomotso found her uncle in the dairy. He was released from his
duties so that he could escort Segomotso to the cottage, which was
located across the railway line that cut the dairy farm in half.
From the dairy, it was a good 10 minutes’ walk to the cottage, even
when taking a shortcut across the lucerne fields. Dodging
irrigation sprinklers, they took the shortest possible route by
cutting straight across a recently mown section of the lucerne
field. With long strides, her uncle marched ahead of her. He was
anxious to get back to his work. As she quickened her pace to keep
up with him the soles of her takkies made crunching sounds as she
treaded with short quick steps on the sharp, short stalks of the
recently mown lucerne. Deep in thought, she was oblivious to the
flock of foraging Sacred Ibises that watched them warily as they
walked past in silence.

On this bright,
warm autumn morning in the season of Lent, she prayed silently that
she would get the job. She discretely made a quick, barely
noticeable movement with her hand as she crossed herself with the
sign of the cross. They flushed a family of black smith plovers.
The birds took off into the air with rapid wing beats, and sharp
metallic cries that sounded like many hammers striking down on
anvils. They flew high above Segomotso and her uncle, making mock
dive bombs at the pair who continued to walk briskly across the
field, undeterred, without a faltering break in their rhythm, as
they strode purposefully onward across the field. Near the fence,
at the edge of the field, a heron stood frozen, watching their
approach.

At the barbed
wire fence at the edge of the field they stopped briefly, her uncle
while pressing a strand of barbwire down with his foot and lifting
the other strand with his hand, helped her pass through the gap
between the two parted strands he had made for her in the barbwire
fence. Once they had both crossed through the fence, they walked
swiftly across the railway line. They crossed through a second
barbwire fence in the same manner on the other side of the railway
line. Her uncle found a footpath that took them through a dense
stand of thorn bush and acacia thorn trees to the clearing where
the cottage stood.

Rudi and Joab,
who were expecting the arrival of the pair, had just finished
having their breakfast at the kitchen table when Rudi, glancing
through the kitchen window, spotted the pair approaching the
cottage.

“Hier kom ou
Elias met die meid,” he said.

(Elias has
arrived with the maid.)

A few seconds
later Elias knocked on the kitchen door. Joab and Rudi got up and
met the pair outside in the yard. After taking his hat off and
greeting the two students, he introduced the young black woman
standing diffidently at his side as Maria, and stated on her behalf
that she would like to have the job that had become available at
the cottage. She made a slight curtsy when he introduced her, also
politely greeting them with her own:

“More my
baas.”

(Good morning
my master.)

Joab was
immediately struck, rather unexpectedly, by the fact that Segomotso
was an exceptionally attractive young black woman. He had grown up
surrounded by black women in his mother’s garment factory but had
never ever really looked at any black women before in the way that
he now stared at Segomotso. It could have been the novelty of
finding himself in the role of a first time employer of a black
maid that made him more acutely aware of the young woman standing
before them. He looked her up and down. She was dressed in a simple
black dress with the hem extending to just below her knees. Over
her dress she wore a faded blue maid’s pinafore. She was breathless
after their brisk walk and beads of sweat had formed on her brow
beneath the white doek or kopdoek (bandana) that
covered her head.

Speaking
formally on her behalf, Elias went on to confirm that she would
like to have the job.

“Sy soek die
werk by die baas se huis. Sy is baie betroubaar en baie hard
werkend. Sy kan kook en kan baie goed huis skoon maak.”

(She wants the
work that has been offered. She is very trustworthy and hard
working. She can cook and she is excellent at cleaning.)

Elias
reiterated on her behalf her steadfast interest in the job. She
nodded her head in agreement.

After listening
to Elias, Joab turned his gaze again to Segomotso. She looked so
young, innocent and vulnerable. He thought of the poignant chorus
line repeated so relentlessly at the end of each stanza of a
lengthy poem he had recently read. It was an English translation of
a Xhosa poem that concerned the sad fate of a sleek young ox. It
had been composed by the Xhosa poet James-James Ranisi Jolobe who
was also a clergyman in the Presbyterian Church.

Joab took in
the multi-layered and richly textured scene of the middle-aged man
with the young woman standing at his side in the bright light of a
fresh autumn morning. For a brief moment, it felt like he was
experiencing an epiphany filled with the images of disempowerment
and submissiveness. He could even hear in his mind the echo of a
powerful antiphonic rendition of the forlorn chorus line, ‘I
have seen the making of a servant. In the young yoke-ox.’

The figure that
drew his attention was not a fine young yoke-ox standing ready to
be broken in under the plough; it was the lissom figure of a fine
fresh young heifer, ready to be broken into a life of domesticated
servitude. The black female’s mode of existence from time
immemorial has been lived as the one who has been domesticated. She
has been domesticated for household chores, for hoeing fields, for
collecting water, for collecting firewood, for cooking food and for
providing animal comfort in moments of intimacy. She was also the
field of soft friable soil that her husband ploughs at night; her
body is the yielding fertile soil into which his seed is sown.

“Goed
so.”

(Good.)

She looked up
at him making brief eye contact. Her face had not yet hardened. No
veil covered her innermost emotions; no mask hid her private and
intimate thoughts. Her face was still expressive and open,
sufficiently expressive and open to reveal a shadow of forlornness,
a shade of melancholy, that darkened her demeanour.

Rudi filled in
the role of the silent bystander as Joab took charge of the
interview, if it could be called that. He realized he needed to
know her details before he could give her a firm offer. He asked
Segomotso if he could see her reference book.

“Wys my jou
pas.”

(Show me your
reference book.)

She immediately
unzipped her bag and in one seamless flowing graceful motion, she
quickly presented him with her passbook, holding it out towards him
in her right hand while the figures of her left hand lightly
covered her forearm. As he took it from her hand, she made a quick
graceful curtsy.

She watched his
face as he opened her reference book and flipped through the
pages.
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He opened the
reference book at section E, which was the ID page, where it said
Bantu Identity Card. He carefully examined her ID information. Her
name was Segomotso Maria Molefe. She was classified as a Motswana
female. Her reference number was 1152468 and she was born on the
8th of March 1957.

It was Tuesday
the 8th of March, and that moment he realized that it was her
birthday. She had just turned 20. Taking in the full significance
of this fact, he glanced up at her face. Standing before them in
her clean and neatly ironed pinafore, next to Elias, she looked so
powerless and vulnerable, even on her birthday. She had no
promising prospects in this life other than to bow down and submit
herself to the yoke of domestic servanthood in a white home. Career
immobility and subjugation was going to be her lot in life.

Joab stared
again for a few seconds at the black and white ID photo of the
unsmiling impassive face of a pretty 16-year-old teenager. He then
turned to section A of the reference book. Under section 1 it
recorded that her permanent residential address fell within the
urban residential area of Ikageng in the district of Potchefstroom.
This was important as he could not legally offer her employment if
she came from a tribal reserve or homeland. When he saw this, he
said aloud

“Goed
so.”

In section 2 of
her reference book under the heading of LABOUR BUREAU INFLUX AND
EFFLUX CONTROL AND REGISTRATION there were two official stamps with
dated signatures. The first stamp indicated she had the legal
rights of a section 10(a) permit and the second stamp confirmed
that her official residential address was stand 1400 Ikageng
location. He turned to the section on her employment history. From
January 1976 and January 1977, she had been employed as a flat
cleaner. Her employer was the owner of Bella Vista Heights. She had
been unemployed since the end of January 1977.

He made a
comment about her employment history.

“Ek sien jy
was sonder werk vanaf Januarie.”

(I see that you
have not had a job since January.)

She was not
evasive. She replied, explaining how it happened that her recent
employment at Bella Vista Heights had been terminated.

“Ek het my
werk verloor. Ons was afgedank toe die baas die Bella Vista Heights
verkoop. Ek het orals vir werk gesoek. Ek kon nêrens werk kry
nie.”

(We were
retrenched as flat cleaners when the owner of Bella Vista Heights
sold the flats. Since then I have not stopped looking for work.
There is no work out there.)

He was
satisfied with her answer as it made sense, but he wanted to know
what she was doing during the 2 or 3 years before her job at Bella
Vista Heights.

“Watse werk
het jy gedoen van 1974 tot 1975? Daar is geen werkbesonderhede in
jou pasboek vir daardie twee tot drie jaar tydperk nie.”

(Where were you
employed from 1974 to 1975? There is no record in your reference
book of your employment history over that period.)

She looked up
at him and told him that she was still at school during that
period. She had matriculated from Boitshoko High School

“Ek was nog
op skool. Ek het my matriek gedoen in 1975.”

(During that
time, I was still at school. I completed my Matric in 1975.)

She quickly
unzipped her bag and with the same beautiful gesture, she gave him
her matric certificate.

Shaking his
head in disbelief, he looked at the matric certificate. If she had
passed her matric, why was she looking for work as a domestic
servant, was the question that shot through his mind. He could not
help showing his surprise.

“Liewe
hemel!”

(Good
heavens!)

She noticed his
genuine bewilderment and felt immediately perturbed. He would never
have guessed that this young woman who had graduated from high
school desperately wanted the job of a domestic servant in their
cottage. In a different time and at a different place, in another
Universe, she would have been someone else, she could have been
anybody, and she could have been the most amazing person. He
examined her certificate and saw that she had passed all her
subjects, which included English, Afrikaans, Setswana, Mathematics,
Science and Geography. It seemed to have been a huge exercise in
futility, yet she had done it. What could she do with a matric
certificate in Potchefstroom?
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Joab, who had
recently been reading Theodor Adorno, struggled to shake off the
wave of emptiness that threatened to engulf him after looking at
her matric certificate. Adorno had said that whoever wishes to
experience the truth of immediate life, must investigate its
alienated form, the objective powers, which determine the
individual existence into its innermost recesses.

Before him, he
had just seen the vivid living embodiment of the alienated
life.

Each page of
her reference book spelled out the inflexible and rigid
predestination of her destiny. External objective powers over which
she had no control determined her existence in its innermost
recesses. South Africa had devised the most potent legal machinery
for the racially based exploitation of black labour that had ever
been devised short of outright slavery. It had dawned on Joab
before, that the problem of evil was entangled, intertwined, and
interwoven into an unbreakable knot, an undoable knot, with the
problem of power. The problem of evil was inseparably joined to the
problem of power. The exercise of power was always linked to the
occurrence of evil. The symptomology of evil was human suffering.
Evil resulted in human suffering; it manifested itself in human
suffering. Suffering arises from injury, injury comes in many
forms. Humiliation was one of the most common everyday forms of
suffering in South Africa.

There is
nothing abstract about evil. Evil is the product of human agency,
it flows from the free and intentional commission of acts. Evil
always exists in the visible form of its victims, without victims,
evil cannot exist. It is a profound paradox that without free will,
without the freedom to act intentionally, there can be no evil. The
reducibility of evil to free will becomes the basis for grasping
the very essence of the ethical idea of evil. Without free will
evil ceases to exist as a moral or ethical problem. Humankind’s
inability not to commit evil is the essence of man’s fall.

Rudi could not
contain his curiosity. Joab gave him the matric certificate and he
also examined the matric certificate, before passing it back to
Joab.

Joab took an
instant liking to the young woman. He gave the reference book and
certificate back her and she curtsied as she took them from him and
placed them carefully back in her bag.

Before making a
decision, Joab looked at Rudi, to see if wanted to add anything to
the interview. Rudi shrugged his shoulders, demonstrating his
non-committal. He was leaving the decision to Joab. Noting that
Rudi had no objections, he decided it would be nice to have her as
their house keeper. He had a good feeling about her. Joab offered
her the job and she accepted.

“As jy wil,
jy kan vir ons werk.Wil jy die werk hê?”

(If you want to
work for us, the job is yours.)

“Ek wil
graag die werk hê.”

(I definitely
want the job.)

She was pleased
that she had been given the job even though she did not show it.
She immediately accepted the offer without them first talking about
her remuneration or conditions of employment. She also had a good
feeling about Joab and felt certain she would not be treated badly
as a servant, especially if he was the person who was going to be
in charge, which in her mind seemed to be the case.

Joab had
grasped the reality of her situation in a way that Rudi could not.
He remembered all the ins and outs of labour relations from his
late mother’s garment factory. He knew that Segomotso needed this
job; he knew the power that they exercised over her life. She had
been without work for 3 months and her prospects could suddenly
change for the worst.

Her pass was in
order, but that could change very quickly. For the moment she was a
legal resident, in other words, she was a ‘section tenner’ which
meant that she qualified under the Section 10 Bantu (Urban Areas)
Consolidation Act of 1925 to stay in a white urban area because she
was born in Potchefstroom and had lived in Ikageng continuously
since her birth. She had over the past 3 months discovered that
meaningful employment opportunities for young inexperienced black
women were very limited. He knew there was also a chronic shortage
of accommodation for single black women in Ikageng. He also
correctly guessed that she was living with her parents.

What he did not
know directly about Segomotso’s life situation he could guess. He
guessed that Segomotso parents shared the four roomed house with
her father’s parents. He could have also guessed that she slept on
the couch in the small lounge at night, and because his instincts
were acute, he would have also guessed correctly that she kept all
her personal belongings in an old suitcase which she stashed
beneath the couch. She was literally living out of the
suitcase.

One thing he
was certain of was that beneath her pinafore, she was wearing her
best dress. The dress that she wore to church.

He also knew,
that given her current situation, her section 10 (a) status could
be rescinded in a flash. All black women in white urban areas over
the age of 15 and under the age of 60 who while being capable of
working and who were unemployed could lose their section ten status
and would become illegal residences in the district of their birth
and they could then be arrested as pass law offenders. Refusal to
accept the employment found by the Labour Bureau or being dismissed
or being unemployed for a given period of time would provide
grounds for declaring that person to be idle or undesirable. This
next step would be the loss of their section ten status and they
would have to go and stay in some remote demarcated rural reserve
or homeland outside the municipal boundaries of the white town or
city.

The reason that
Segomotso was having difficulties in finding work was due to the
fact that economy had slowed down significantly because of the
international political response to South African military invasion
of Angola in 1975, which was followed by the 1976 Soweto student
uprising. Actually these two events marked the onset of the almost
exponential escalation of South Africa’s economic and political
crisis which would lead to the
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