Source 3
Nomvuyo Ngcelwane grew up in District Six. Many stories from District Six are about ‘Coloured’ people who were forced to leave the suburb due to the Group Areas Act. Nomyuvo writes of her experiences as a young black girl in this area that was demolished by the apartheid state. In this excerpt from her autobiography, Sala Kahle District Six An African Women’s Perspective, she describes the “dompas” (pass books) and the police. 

Note: In the source the writer uses the word “kaffir”. This was an offensive and derogatory term used to describe black people.

Sometimes the police came only to raid those who did not have a “pass”. The “dompas” was a booklet issued by the government to Africans, certifying their identity and granting them permission to stay in a particular area.

One Sunday afternoon, the police came across the usual Sunday gathering at Cross Street and asked to see everybody’s pass. One of the residents — in fact, the father of Dennis and Lillian, my friend — who was Xhosa by birth but who “played Coloured”, did not produce a “dompas”. He presented an identity document. The officer looked at the document for a moment and threw it back in the man’s face, hitting him on his left eye.

“Kaffir,” the officer demanded, “waar is jou dompas?” — Where is your dompas?
The man, who used to be called Dan but who had changed his name to Daniels and used it as his surname, tried to explain to the officer that this was unfair, because he, Daniels, had already explained to him and his colleague that he did not have to carry a pass. He carried an identity document, because he was Coloured.

“Hey, don’t play games with me,” said the officer. “When we walked in you were all speaking kaffir-taal.”

“Not me,” said Dan. “I wasn’t speaking Xhosa.”

The officer stared at his neck and said, “You say you’re Coloured?”

“Yes,” replied Lillian’s father.

“Can you then explain the two scratches on your neck? Kaffirs have that when they use muti.”

Dan kept quiet and just stared at the officer.

“Talk man, do you still say that you are Coloured?”

“Yes,” replied Lillian’s father, with a frown. “I showed you my ID.”

The other officer intervened by looking at the identity document, and when he had satisfied his curiosity, he pulled his colleague by the arm and they left.

“He can’t do anything about it even if he’s suspicious,” said Lillian’s father to his friends. “They made me Coloured the day they gave me that identity document. I can prove that in a court of law.”

The other men did not say much, only one responded.

“You have to be so careful these days,” Lillian’s father said, looking around. “These Boere seem to know our life style. Did you hear the remark about the umqaphulo?” he asked, referring to the two scratches. “And what do they know about umuti?”

“They get the information from their Black colleagues,” replied one man.

“We’ll always do something to get round their laws,” said Lillian’s father. “It’s not that I wanted to be Coloured, it’s because of their job reservation laws! Coloureds have a much better chance in the workplace. An African won’t get a job, even if he qualifies for it. Before he can get the job, it has to be offered to three Coloureds. It’s only after they’ve all turned the job down that us Africans will be next in line.” Lillian’s father turned to the men on his left. “You know, as well as I do. With the pass laws that keep us out of the urban areas, there is little chance for a Black person to get a proper job and survive.”

“Say that again,” said another man in the group.
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
What do you think the affects on people were of the government only making it law that black people carry passes?

Why do you think Lilian’s father would chose to change his identity to ‘Coloured’? Do you agree with his decision to do so?

What cultural criteria did the policemen use to categorise Lilian’s father?

How did Lilian’s father’s classification as ‘Coloured’ and the policemen’s views of him show up apartheid’s race classifications? 

Do these racial classifications still exist today even though the laws have changed? Should these classifications exist? Are they harmful? Can they change?
