Source 1
During apartheid, the author, Sindiwe Magona, moved to Cape Town from the Transkei and began work as a domestic worker. In her autobiography, To my children’s children, she writes about how this job forced her to confront understanding of ‘we’ and ‘they’ through her interactions with her white employer. 

I was taught by Mrs Garland to cook: stews, roasts, soups, fried fish and fish frikkadels, cottage pie and a host of other dishes besides. She taught me how to lay the table with proper arrangement of the cutlery, from outside inwards. She had to start with telling me the difference between meat- and fish- and butter-knives and forks! She taught patiently and I learnt eagerly.

It is here that I first encountered what was to become, later on and with other employers, a veritable bane: A sense of inadequacy would engulf me when, upon medem’s return from a trip to the hairdresser or the dentist or bridge or bowls, tennis, swimming, squash, or whatever, I would report,

‘M’em, a lady came to see you and said she’d phone later on.’

‘Who was it?’

‘She said she was your friend, m’em!’ I’d reply, thinking ‘Awu, who ever heard of a white lady giving a black woman her name?’

‘Was she fair or dark?’ me’m would ask, little realising she might as well ask me to decipher the hieroglyphics!

‘Heela, are there dark white people?’ I would think.

‘She was white, me’m. A European.’ Thinking, ‘She knows she only has white friends! What does she want from me?’

‘Oh, don’t be so stupid! Of course she was a European, but…’ hesitatingly, thinking of a way of gleaning information from the certifiable idiot in her employ, her ‘girl’, me… 

‘Was the lady... eh... you know... was she... very very light or not so very very light?’

Why didn’t I just tell her that to my unschooled eye, all white folk looked very very white to me. That I did not have the skills to distinguish between a blonde and a brunette? That her questions mystified me and put her, in my mind, in a group I had begun suspecting of being headed for the loony bin! At that time I did not even know the words brunette and blonde.

I grew up living among my own people where everyone, except the occasional albino, has black hair, very dark brown eyes, and brown skin, in varying shades of brownness, shades I was to discover later, medem and her ilk could not distinguish. And I was in my thirties before anyone explained to me the trick whites use to distinguish between themselves. This also explained to me why white people looked the same to me. I had not been busy looking at the colour of people’s eyes or the colour of their hair. NO.

To date, although I have managed to become a little adept at making these distinctions, I would never bet my money on my remembering what colour so-and-so’s eyes are if I am not looking at those eyes as I hazard the guess! Either I haven’t noticed or I don’t remember. Well, many are the insults I suffered for my disability.
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
What evidence is there in Sandile’s story that we are more able to differentiate between people we see as part of our in-group than between people we view as different from us?

How does language impact on the way in which we see the world? How does the having or not having of a word for a particular concept influence our society? 

Can you think of any examples of how, as you grew up, you learnt new words for people or characteristics of others and how these influenced your views or understanding of others?

How do you think the interaction between Sandile and her employer was indicative of inter-racial relations between white and black people during apartheid?

