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    Introduction


    ‘Black tax’ is a highly sensitive and complex topic that is often debated among black South Africans. While these debates are always inconclusive due to the ambiguity, irony and paradoxes that surround it, as black people we all agree that ‘black tax’ is part of our daily lives.


    This book acknowledges these complexities and tries to represent a vast variety of voices on this subject. In the process of compiling these essays, I therefore specifically tried to get a diversity of viewpoints by incorporating young and old, urban and rural, male and female contributors.


    The main question posed in the book is whether ‘black tax’ is a burden or a blessing. Is it indeed some kind of tax or an act of ubuntu? The essays in this book represent both views.


    In an attempt to answer this question, the idea of both the black family and the black middle class are interrogated. The point is made that as an ideological concept the black family is constantly changing to accommodate new economic, political and social realities and opportunities.


    While some refer to black managers, government officials, professionals like teachers and nurses, academics and clerks as the black middle class, some contributors take issue with this categorisation. According to them there is no black middle class in South Africa, only poverty masked by graduation gowns and debts. ‘Black tax’ therefore affects every black person and not only a particular class because we are all taxed and surviving on revolving credit.


    The term ‘black tax’ also isn’t acceptable to all. Many people take issue with it and say it should not be labelled as a kind of tax, but should be called something else, like family responsibility. According to this viewpoint, we need to investigate and politicise the historical roots of black tax by viewing it in the context of a racialised, apartheid South Africa.


    Apartheid is seen as a system that socially engineered black poverty and loss of land for black people. This meant that black South Africans couldn’t build generational wealth. After apartheid, the capitalist system perpetuated these inequalities. For example, a black person may earn the same salary as their white counterparts, but they will have more financial responsibilities to their family, which is often still trapped in poverty due to the inequalities that were engineered by the apartheid system.


    The above perspective stands in opposition to those who say that ‘black tax’ is an undeniable part of black culture and the African way of living according to the philosophy of ubuntu. A number of contributors write positively about how much they have benefited from so-called black tax and how much joy they get from being able to give back once they start earning.


    Then there is also the viewpoint that links ‘black tax’ to the place and role of the ancestors. To look after family members is to keep the spirit of the ancestors alive and to ensure continuity between the past and the present. It keeps the black family intact.


    Some authors therefore believe this way of life is something black South Africans should be proud of.


    The one thing the contributors seem to agree on is that black tax is a daily reality for nearly every black South African, from sons and daughters who build homes for their parents to brothers and sisters who put siblings through school, and to the student who diverts bursary money to put food on the table back home. There are also several moving stories that refer to how people would simply open their homes to near and distant family, or even relative strangers, in need of help or a place to stay.


    My personal observation is that most black people become breadwinners at an early age, some even at 18, and are then expected to be ‘deputy parents’. The moment we start earning we are seen as ‘messiahs’ who will rescue the family from poverty.


    One especially sad theme that this collection brings to light is the dashed hopes of youngsters who aren’t allowed to study within the fields they are passionate about. Black parents expect their children to study something that will allow them to earn a high salary one day.


    Linked to this are the deferred dreams of so many people who put their family commitments before their own needs. For instance, one of the contributors mentions how he couldn’t continue with his postgraduate studies because he first had to put his siblings through school.


    A number of stories are testament to the resilience of the human spirit in their descriptions of grandmothers and mothers who assume the role of paterfamilias and ensure their family’s survival despite grinding poverty. Inadvertently, this adds to the debate over how black women are suffering doubly as a result of patriarchy and the demands imposed upon them by black tax.


    When reading the contributions, it also becomes clear that many people feel conflicted about ‘black tax’. They point to some of its negative aspects, like people who fall into debt to keep up with their family’s expectations. They also describe the guilt trips they are put on, not only by their parents or family, but also by pastors and other church officials.


    Sadly, there are also those who expect handouts and/or waste whatever is given to them on frivolous things. One contributor even goes so far as to describe a family’s unrelenting demands as ‘predatory’. This is one of the challenges posed by black tax and to me it is also symbolic of the rise and decline of the black family as a social entity.


    Many South African middle-class-income households are connected to working-class families. In the context of hunger and poverty it becomes unavoidable to send money home. Therefore, the point is made that the only way the issue of ‘black tax’ can be addressed is to solve the problem of inequality in the country and to challenge class identity.


    Many contributors feel that by paying ‘black tax’ they are taking over what is essentially supposed to be a government responsibility. They call black tax an alternative form of social security. The government, they contend, has a duty to address South Africa’s economic challenges of the past through affirmative action and decent education and by creating jobs.


    In fact, ‘black tax’ can be seen as a form of income redistribution. Given its prevalence and influence, I think that black tax has a great impact on our economy. Thousands of people would be even worse off if it wasn’t for their employed family members helping them out.


    For all these reasons, I’m surprised it doesn’t get greater official recognition, by government for instance and also in public debate.


    The real significance of this book lies in the fact that it tells us more about the everyday life of black South Africans. It delves into the essence of black family life and the secret anguish of family members who often battle to cope.


    In reading this book, I hope that most readers will be able to share in the pain and joy and reflect on our lives as black people. My great wish is that it will offer a better understanding of the social, economic and political organisation of those affected by ‘black tax’.


    I see this book as an opportunity to start a necessary dialogue among black South Africans about this aspect of our reality. It is clear that the majority of us have come to the point where this social and economic responsibility can no longer be viewed merely as a part of culture. We no longer want to be trapped within the confines of ‘black tax’.


    I’m extremely grateful to all the contributors who came on board and helped me to compile this important book within five months. Each of them was keen to write something on the topic, which they believe deserves further exploration. I’m grateful for the depth of the contributions and the valuable insights they offer into the social, political and economic debate around ‘black tax’.


    It takes individuals of rare ability, courage, dedication and vision to tap into private memories and then lay them bare for public scrutiny. I cannot thank you enough.


    Niq Mhlongo


    Meadowlands, Soweto

  


  
    PART 1

  


  
    Black tax – what you give up and what you gain


    Dudu Busani-Dube


    I was going to try and humour you, until I realised, I had no right.


    I was going to tell you about my petty ‘black tax’ experiences which, after I had sat down and thought about, I found more funny than frustrating. I was going to tell you about the many times I’ve gone to fetch my mother from church and ended up with four of her mates on my back seat whom I’ve had to drop off at their houses, spread across the whole township of KwaMashu. One of them might want to pass by the local Shoprite to buy something while the others wait in my car with their arms folded, firing off questions like when am I having a baby and am I taking good care of my husband.


    Where I come from, everyone old enough to be your parent is your parent. They also raised you and saying no to them is not an option, which is why you pay your black tax without whining, whether it is by emptying your petrol tank driving them around or accommodating their children in your house when they come to Joburg for job interviews.


    I was going to tell you how, even though my parents have a three-bedroomed house and only my brother and I lived with them – though we were five children in total – I never had my own bedroom. I assume that when they bought the house, they figured it was going to be big enough for their small family with their bedroom, my bedroom and my brother’s bedroom but no … that turned out to be a far-fetched dream.


    For as long as I can remember, my parents’ house was always some kind of ‘halfway house’ where every family member – immediate or extended – could stop and stay while trying to find their feet in Durban. There were also children of neighbours, from the village where my father was born, who passed through; some from my mother’s side of the family and, at one point, a woman called Eggy, from Lesotho. I still don’t know what that was about.


    Most of these people have gone on to become something in life. Today, many own even bigger houses than my parents’. So it dawned on me that my parents have been paying black tax from before I was born. Only, in their time it was about ‘breaking the cycle’.


    I wasn’t sure about my contribution to ‘breaking the cycle’ and it bothered me, so I called my father, a 64-year-old retired primary school principal, who shocked us seven years ago when he announced he was retiring at 57.


    ‘I’m tired,’ he simply said when asked about his reasons.


    When he made the announcement, my brother was 23 and already grown-up and I had also been working for years, so a part of me understood why father was tired. I have always known he had a difficult life growing up. He had seven siblings of whom he was the second eldest.


    When I called him, I asked him a few basic questions like, ‘Baba, what was the first thing you did for khulu when you started working?’


    ‘You mean when I was ten years old?’ he asked.


    I was climbing trees and eating bread with jam when I was ten, so his question didn’t make sense to me. ‘No, when you started teaching at your first school in Mzinyathi,’ I said.


    He explained to me that, actually, his first job was somewhere in Stanger when he was about nine years old. He worked for a white man without knowing what his specific job description was, he just did as he was told.


    I didn’t know this.


    I also didn’t know that he only started school when he was ten and that, while going to school, he worked at the village hospital on weekends, where he earned 25c a week.


    ‘With the money I made, your grandmother bought a goat and that goat had lambs and that’s how we got to have livestock.’


    I remember there were goats at my grandmother’s house in the five-year period during which I lived there as a child. There was a house, too, which we called ‘endlini enkulu’. It was a mud house, but it had a good shape and on the inside there was a set of sofas, a table and dining room chairs.


    ‘We built that house when I started working, with the salary I earned in the first three months. It was three hundred and something, I was earning R125 a month.’


    The ‘we’ includes his late elder brother, who didn’t go further than lower primary school because he was the eldest and had to work to support the family.


    I wanted him to tell me more, but I could feel him withdrawing. He ended the conversation with ‘Ayixoxeki le, but it made us men.’


    My father, being of an older generation, wasn’t familiar with the term ‘black tax’ and heard it for the first time during our conversation. This, of course, is very telling. I found that I could not explain it to him, lest he found it offensive because to him helping others was a responsibility, something that automatically came with being an elder sibling. I feel equally uncomfortable with this term.


    My father made it to a teaching college with the assistance of the Lutheran church and was appointed principal before he turned 35. Judging by what he had to go through to get there, he was very successful, and in our community, success comes with expectations, it comes with the responsibility to send the elevator back down to fetch the others.


    After hearing my father’s story, a part of me still wanted to whine a little bit about black tax and how it isn’t really necessary in this day and age. After all, aren’t we out of the dark ages now, with opportunities available to everyone?


    And so, I found myself having this conversation with my elder sister, the daughter of my father’s brother, who has made my life very difficult by doing everything right and instilling in me a fear of failure. When I mentioned black tax, she said, ‘Weeeeeeeh, you should have prepared me for this.’


    I couldn’t see her at the other end of the line, but I could picture her with her hands over her head as she said this. She is the eldest of the more than 25 grandchildren – the loudest, the feistiest and also the one who fully understands the poverty our family comes from and has carried it on her shoulders since she was a child.


    There wasn’t any money for her to go to university, brilliant as she was, and so she waited two years before she was accepted into a government nursing school which afforded her an opportunity to do her degree at the University of Zululand. She immediately sent the elevator back down with the R1 800 student-nurse stipend.


    First, you take care of home. That’s a rule of black families that doesn’t need to be written down. She built a two-bedroomed brick house for her mother, opened an Ellerines credit account and bought the first sofas and a fridge. She told me this without an ounce of bitterness in her tone. I didn’t understand how.


    While the rest of the adults in our family were taking care of everyone else, she was taking care of me and her younger siblings. To me, she was my sister with a job, and that meant I could get clothes from her. Her student residence at the hospital was where I went for vacation during school holidays. The best time of my life because I could sit around doing nothing all day and eat as much as I wanted, while she was out studying during the day and sometimes working at night.


    Now we go on holidays together, dine in fine restaurants and steal each other’s clothes, but the subject of how much we delayed her journey to such a life never comes up. We don’t need her money anymore, but where would we be without the R1 800 she had to split amongst us?


    In the same vein, where would those many people be had my parents closed their doors to them and decided it’s each man for himself?


    Black tax is a sensitive subject. We are not prepared to explain it to people who can never understand the depth of it and we never will, just ask that other bank that once tried us on this matter. This is also why we black people can joke about it, but will immediately go into attack mode if a white person even tries to join the conversation; because we are the children of domestic workers and gardeners, we have no ‘old money’ and nothing to inherit.


    It comes with some anger, too, and no, it is not directed at the families we have to take care of, but at the system that was created to ensure that no matter how much freedom we think we finally have, it will still take us decades to crawl out of the dungeon we were thrown in.


    We still laugh about it, though, just like we laugh about land, sometimes.


    Black tax isn’t our culture, no, it isn’t. It has everything to do with the position this country’s history has put us in. It is not even entirely about money. It begins with the sacrifices we have to make because of a lack of money.


    Black tax is being a 19-year-old varsity student at res, with nothing to eat, but then not calling home to ask for money because you know there isn’t any.


    Black tax is earning a big enough salary to buy your first car, but you can’t because the bank loan you took to fix your parents’ dilapidated house landed you at the credit bureau.


    Black tax is not having an option to take a gap year after matric because what is that, anyway?


    Black tax is opting to go for a diploma when you qualify for a degree, because a diploma takes only three years, and hopefully you’ll get a job after that and take over paying your siblings’ school fees so that your mother can maybe quit her job at that horrible family she is working for in the suburbs.


    Black tax is understanding that you can’t stay at varsity full-time to do your honours and master’s because NSFAS (the National Student Financial Aid Scheme) might not pay for it.


    Black tax is the anxiety you have before a job interview because your township-school English might just humiliate you and cost you a career opportunity.


    Black tax is being in Johannesburg and trying very hard to hide your struggles from your family back in Mtubatuba, or Qonce, because you don’t want them to worry.


    Black tax is your mother having to change the subject every time the neighbours ask her why her paint is peeling and her geyser broken when she has an employed daughter.


    Black tax is all the shit that plunges us into depression and forces some of us to live a lie.


    It’s not our parents’ fault, they had it even worse. They fought and died and paid their fair share to get us to where we are. Most of them never even ask for the things we offer them.


    Black tax is also the biggest enemy of marriage and a source of sibling rivalry. Some of us enter marriage carrying large financial responsibilities on our shoulders. Just think about it, what happens if you marry a man whose financial success was made possible by an elder sibling’s sacrifice? Or if you marry a woman who was put through school by an uncle who worked in the mines and was a breadwinner, with the hope that one day she would take the weight off his shoulders so he could go off to start his own family?


    Imagine being a newlywed with plans of buying your new home and having as many children as you want, only to find almost half of your new spouse’s earnings go to supporting his or her family. It’s an unspoken debt, and usually the reason why a family meeting can never start without S’bongile but can continue without S’lindile.


    The thing is, S’bongile ‘has money’ – she renovated and extended the family house and Christmas lunch wouldn’t happen without her. S’lindile still lives in that same family house and dropped out of school when she fell pregnant and now has three children with different deadbeat fathers. Every month, S’lindile queues for the government child-support grant and buys a couple of bags of rice and a braai pack, but nobody notices or thanks her, because S’bongile’s groceries arrive in a bakkie, with trays of lamb, boxes of cornflakes and 100 per cent fruit juice.


    S’lindile can’t stand S’bongile because everyone treats her like she’s better. S’bongile resents S’lindile because every month she has to fork out money so S’lindile’s three children can eat, even though she wishes she had a bigger TV and a more comfortable bed in her flat, where towards the end of the month, her supper is two-minute noodles. S’bongile might want to get out of this arrangement and focus on herself, but her conscience won’t let her forget that without S’lindile, there would be nobody staying at home to take care of their elderly mother; there would be no functioning, warm home to go back to.


    While I personally do not relate to S’lindile – even though to an extent I am a beneficiary of black tax – S’bongile is more like many people my age that I come across daily. When I asked for some opinions on my Facebook page, I got a number of strong responses, like the following:


    ‘I don’t mind taking care of my mom and grandma, but I feel like the number of stomachs to fill is increasing. I’m slowly getting depressed because people just consume, consume and consume. No one is coming with a side hustle or a way to assist me. I spend more than R3 000 on food and I don’t even eat most of it.


    ‘I’m tired. If I had no black tax to pay, I would have my second degree and a house. Black tax is making it hard for us to realise our dreams, especially when you earn peanuts. Ke lapile, I feel like running away from home.’


    I got her, I really did get her frustration, but I also understood the conflicting responses to her comment. ‘Calling helping out at home “tax” is just wrong,’ one woman wrote. ‘It’s the reason most people see it as a burden, because we all wish we didn’t have to pay taxes. I see no problem in helping out a parent who has done so much for you and now can’t afford expenses of living. Phela, had she/he not taken you to school she would probably still afford a life she/he wants. Helping out has to be a choice, neither one of the parents should force it on you. I just don’t see how someone sleeps at night living a luxurious life while his parents are barely surviving.’


    The fact of the matter is that we – the people who are tasked with the responsibility of breaking the cycle of poverty in the black community in this country – are conflicted on the subject. Nobody has really come out and said this is our responsibility, but we know it is.


    For this reason, you tolerate horrible bosses, pretend racism in the workplace isn’t an issue and sometimes laugh off sexual harassment in the office because you are just trying to survive and provide. It is also why you often find yourself unwillingly joining one of the pyramid schemes your aunt or uncle is desperately trying to recruit everyone into, because you know they are trying to hustle for their children.


    Sometimes it’s the guilt that drives you to pay a slightly bigger contribution towards a family funeral than others, or makes you delay announcing to the family WhatsApp group that you’ve bought yourself a new, luxurious car. It’s guilt that makes you tell your children to leave their bikes and play-stations behind when going to a family gathering where there will be nieces and nephews whose mother is a S’lindile.


    See, while our freedom might have come with the ability to go where you want, whenever you want and to say what you want, it didn’t come with a ‘poverty escape plan’. The rest we were left to do ourselves, and unless we do it now, our children and our children’s children will still be carrying the burden after we die.


    My paternal grandmother, who never set foot in school and couldn’t read or write until the day she died, raised children who became teachers and nurses. Her children’s children became engineers, nurses, journalists and land surveyors, to name but a few professions. Me and my siblings and cousins are raising children who can be anything they want to be; they are liberals and feminists, creatives and geniuses, travellers and homemakers. They are queer and open-minded, they are fearless and headstrong, innovators and entrepreneurs. These are things that would never have been possible had my parents, uncles and aunts not made the sacrifices they made for each other.


    Yes, sometimes looking after your family means you’ll be driving on your reserve tank for two days before payday. But really, it’s about watching your little brother dressing up for his graduation and your sister starting a business. It’s your uncle’s bragging rights in the shebeen about the new aluminium gate you had installed at his house.


    It’s about how everyone comes out to ululate when that furniture shop truck delivers the new leather sofas and your mother covers them with plastic for years while ordering the grandkids to sit on the floor because she doesn’t want them to be messed up. Those sofas are precious, because her daughter bought them for her.


    It may not make up for the missed trips to Dubai with your friends or the fact that you could have a PhD by now, but maybe the fact that you’ve changed your family’s socio-economic status isn’t such a bad thing after all.


    DUDU BUSANI-DUBE is a South African fiction writer and a journalist by profession. She has published four novels, including the best- selling Hlomu series. In 2018, the 37-year-old was recognised by the Ethekwini Municipality for being among 18 young top achievers from KwaZulu-Natal province. Dudu published her first book in 2014.

  


  
    An inevitable growing pain 


    Fred Khumalo


    A few years ago, my sister-in-law introduced me to her friend, who, at 25, had just finished her master’s degree and was coming to me for help.


    I said, ‘If you are looking for a job in the media, I could possibly help, but seeing that you are into marketing, I am stumped.’


    ‘No, Bra Fred!’ she said, shocked at my assumption, ‘I am not looking for a job. I was just wondering if I should perhaps go ahead and do my PhD, or if I should take the next year off, you know, so I could travel overseas and stuff.’


    My armpits sweated; my ears itched; my lips trembled. A number of expletives rose to the tip of my tongue: what had this narcissistic nincompoop just said? This contumelious flibbertigibbet was poking fun at me! Her dilemma was whether she should do her PhD or travel overseas? And she was only 25. And she was black!


    But then I had to calm down, look at Thandi’s reality objectively. I had to remember that she was an only child, and her mother was a single parent who had gone to university – and carved out her own path, independent of a male partner or an extended family.


    I had to remember that, though black like myself, she was a child of the 2000s – born after 1994, raised in Cape Town and lucky enough to have imbibed her education from some top Model C schools in that city, after which she progressed to the University of Cape Town; all of this through her mother’s efforts.


    My reality, on the other hand, was starkly different from this. To appreciate my story, we have to claw back to the mid- 1960s.


    At the height of apartheid, my father, lucky enough to have obtained a special pass which allowed him to go and look for work in the city, left his village in rural Ixopo, immortalised by Alan Paton in his classic, Cry, The Beloved Country. Because he did not have much of an education – only three years of formal schooling – he could not readily find steady employment in Pinetown, the town he settled in, just north-west of Durban.


    He worked on construction sites, as a messenger, a ‘garden boy’ – in those days there were no black men in South Africa, only boys; even if they were 69 years of age, they were boys to the white person – and ultimately as a horse groom. It was during his tenure as a horse groom at Summerveld stables, just outside Pinetown, that he met the woman who would become my mother.


    Unlike my father, the woman who would become my mother had left her home township of Chesterville, five minutes from Durban, armed with a Junior Certificate (in today’s terms, Grade 10). She had just registered as a trainee nurse at Mariannhill Hospital when she met my father.


    They fell in love. I was conceived. My mother dropped out of nursing school. They got married.


    A year later, they were given a house of their own in the newly founded Mpumalanga township, just outside the Hammarsdale industrial area, in the Natal midlands. This is where I grew up and went to school. By the time I finished matric, there were eight of us children at home.


    My father, who had started out as a smelly horse groom, now held down a respectable job as a tanner at Bata Shoes; my mother, who’d dropped out of nursing school, worked at the same factory as a machinist.


    Though my parents were seemingly more respectable than some of our neighbours who still worked on construction sites and as rubbish collectors, with eight children they were clearly struggling financially. The ten of us, eight children and our parents, lived in a two-bedroomed government-issue house.


    Inevitably, there were always aunties and uncles and cousins of cousins removed, coming from the rural areas, who would stay with us for a month or two. They used our home as a transit camp while they looked for work in the city, and also tried to find their own lodgings.


    That was the reality of most black people in the urban areas. You were always part of a bigger extended family. In later years I would discover that some of these people I’d been told were aunts or uncles were actually not my blood. They just happened to have originated from my father’s village in Ixopo. In that way, they were ‘family’.


    Later in life, I would observe this stretching of familial ties in Italian movies where, upon arriving in America, Italians suddenly became ‘relatives’ by virtue of the fact that they’d originated from the same village back in Sicily or Palermo.


    I’d always known that there was not much money at home. We were one of the few families in our neighbourhood who couldn’t afford to install electricity in our house. In those days it was incumbent upon a homeowner to install electricity in their home, at their own expense.


    The government only provided you with an empty four-roomed house – two bedrooms, one kitchen, one living-room- cum-dining-room. The walls were not plastered. There was no ceramic bathtub in the bathroom, no sink in the kitchen. And certainly no electricity.


    But the fact that we were penurious registered with me most rudely after I’d finished matric. Confident that I would do well in my final exams, I’d applied at a number of universities around the country. I got accepted at three of them. When our matric results were released, I was thrilled to discover I had obtained a university entrance.


    Now came the crunch: there was no money to send me to university. For days I cried. At the last minute, just when schools were about to reopen, my father – who’d gone visiting his ancestral home of Ixopo during the festive season – came back with the news that there was, after all, money for me to proceed with my tertiary studies.


    It was up to me to choose which university I wanted to go to. The University of Zululand, which had accepted me, was ruled out; this after students were massacred by armed hordes murdering people under the auspices of Inkatha Yenkululeko Yesizwe, later renamed the Inkatha Freedom Party.


    Fort Hare, which had also accepted me, was ruled out simply because transport to the distant Eastern Cape town of Alice was deemed expensive. So, I settled for Technikon Natal, which was then a white college.


    Years later, when I’d settled at the technikon, I casually asked my parents how they’d almost overnight managed to raise money to send me to school. What emerged was a story reminiscent of a scene in a novel I’d just finished reading at the time, Chinua Achebe’s No Longer at Ease, a sequel to his internationally acclaimed classic, Things Fall Apart.


    In No Longer at Ease, when Obi Okonkwo finishes his schooling in the village of Umuofia, in Igboland, Nigeria, it takes the financial support of his fellow villagers to send him to university in England. When he returns, he is not expected to pay the money back; but simply to help others in need.


    Without me knowing, this is what had happened to me. My father had gone back to his ancestral village and laid the matter on the table.


    Villagers, some of whom had never met me, dug into their back pockets and fished out some coins and banknotes. The bulk of the money, however, came from my paternal aunt, my father’s elder sister.


    I was stunned speechless as I listened to this story. As if reading my thoughts, my father explained that I was not supposed to pay the money back as it was not a loan; all that was expected of me was, once I had finished my studies, to extend help to those who needed it – to members of my immediate and extended family.


    Which is why, upon finishing my National Diploma in Journalism, I felt pressured to go and look for work. So that I could begin ploughing back.


    You will recall that there were seven younger siblings of mine, all waiting in the queue so they, too, could go and drink from the fountain of knowledge at tertiary institutions. This, in addition to a very big Khumalo family – aunts, uncles and their children – who were all looking up to me as I was the first in the larger Khumalo family to obtain a tertiary qualification.


    Dreams of further education – honours and doctoral degrees – had to be kept in abeyance.


    This, in a nutshell, is the harsh reality of what has come to be referred to as black tax. Sometimes, and especially if you are a senior member of the family, you have to defer your dreams in order to accommodate the immediate and pressing needs of others within your orbit.


    But, of course, other people, even when they have obtained the financial and moral support of their clan, will steadfastly refuse to remember that. With their first pay, they will buy a car and run off to the city, to lose themselves in the town houses where they will live big, unencumbered by memories of kith and kin.


    Charles Dickens had these kinds of people in mind when he wrote: ‘Conscience is an elastic and very flexible article, which will bear a deal of stretching and adapt itself to a great variety of circumstances. Some people by prudent management and leaving it off piece by piece like a flannel waistcoat in warm weather, even contrive, in time, to dispense with it altogether; but there be others who can assume the garment and throw it off at pleasure; and this, being the greatest and most convenient improvement, is the one in vogue.’


    I know I speak for many when I say that, with our first salaries, those of us who are still equally in touch with both our extended families and our consciences, will either demolish the shack our parents live in and build a proper house, or extend the existing government-issue four-roomed house into something bigger, something more liveable.


    A friend of mine, originally from Nelspruit (now referred to as Mbombela), tells an interesting story about his own father. Because his father and his brothers did not have much of an education, they were condemned to go and work on the mines, chasing after that elusive yellow stone that made white people rich, and black people perpetually under-educated and therefore dependent on white benefactors.


    Unlike his brothers, who spent their measly wages entertaining themselves on the mines or obtaining wives – polygamy was rife in their rural village – the friend’s father spent his money on finishing high school by correspondence. After this, he quit the mines and found a job with an insurance company in Johannesburg. A rung up the ladder of progress.


    In the meantime, he built his wife and children a decent home, in their ancestral village, in Nelspruit. It was around this time – faced with the man’s big, new house – that his brothers’ wives and children started accusing the man of ‘bewitching’ them so that only he and his immediate family could succeed.


    That’s right, folks, that’s another uniquely black challenge: the belief that if you are not successful there must be someone, especially in your extended family, who is bewitching you. In ancient Rome, people who refused to take responsibility blamed their misfortunes on the stars.


    Cassius, a nobleman in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, sets out to challenge this orthodoxy. This is what he says to his friend Brutus: ‘The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars / But in ourselves, that we are underlings.’


    He is basically saying people must begin taking responsibility. They cannot continue blaming fate, or the stars, for the mess they might find themselves in.


    In the black community when we are not successful, we, like those ancient Romans, refuse to take responsibility. It is easier and more convenient to blame others.


    We refuse to accept that we have possibly failed to apply ourselves in our studies; we refuse to accept that we have failed to throw everything we have into the job at hand.


    The easiest escape is to resort to a dark and unfortunate vestige of our belief – witchcraft.


    But I digress. To go back to the story of the man from Nelspruit: realising that the situation was fast getting out of hand, the man who was being accused of putting down his brothers and their families convened a family meeting as was his right as a senior brother.


    At the meeting he set out the strategy: those of his brothers’ children who wanted to go to school and university could rely on him for financial support.


    Later, addressing his own wife and children, he explained, ‘If they don’t go to school, they will continue to be a nuisance to everyone. Even after I am long gone, attacks on you will not relent. So, it is better I bear the cross now, while I am still alive. I will send them to school, thus minimising the damage and possible animosity between you and them in the future. Through education, I will instil independence and a sense of responsibility. If I dismiss them now, I will be creating a climate for an insidious dependency syndrome in the family.’


    Two generations later, there are numerous graduates in that extended family. The black tax ploughed back then has borne dividends. It was a major social intervention that turned the fortunes of one extended family.


    The permutation of our indebtedness to our immediate family differs from case to case – but it is there. If you don’t have siblings who need to be put through school, then you have to pay the loan that your parents had to take out to put you through school. Or you have to repay the aunt or uncle who contributed towards your varsity education.


    That’s black tax, unique to us. Admittedly, it can be very frustrating for a person who has just started working and is trying to set a foundation for himself to know that the measly salary he will get at the end of the month will have to be divided and sub-divided again. Just so that there is bread on his aunt’s table; or that his cousin gets back to school.


    Such a person can feel stuck in a vicious cycle of poverty that will never end, unless he wins the lottery. Poverty generally stems from a lack of education. And a lack of education in the black community is the legacy we got from apartheid. It is a sad harvest of thorns.


    When the masters of apartheid implemented their strategy of giving black people just enough education to be useful servants, they believed they were being smart. Their immediate aim was to crush creativity and entrepreneurship in the black community. That would create a dependency syndrome. Many black people could not think beyond the next wage envelope, which they could not obtain anywhere else but from a white person.


    Sadly, today we are paying a heavy price for the myopia of the apartheid oligarchs who created apartheid and Bantu Education. The Verwoerds and Malans of this world are long gone. The fetid stench of their handiwork, though, is killing the country.


    Many in the black majority, though they might have an education, such as it is, are not employable. This is because they do not possess the skills that our modern world demands in order for it to work at its optimum.


    Given these economic realities, what is known as black tax will be around for some time still. Those who are able to help should continue helping so the younger generation can go and obtain a meaningful education that will gradually turn things around.


    Because of our history, the need to help those who come after us is more discernible in the black community.


    Thanks to white privilege, many white people had access to better education. Education does not limit itself to academic exercises inside a classroom. It goes beyond that. It informs how people plan their families. As a result, white people – not because they are intrinsically intelligent, but simply because they were conscientised to family planning at an earlier age – are likely to have smaller families which they can manage.


    The smaller the family, the less the financial burden. A no-brainer.


    I’m not saying, however, that all white people are trust fund babies born with silver spoons in their mouths. I know some white guys who, upon finishing varsity, have to pay off their study loans, but that’s it. They don’t have to fix their parents’ shack, install electricity at home, pay off their parents’ medical bills – or, indeed, pay back some neighbours who would have contributed towards their university education.


    No one is celebrating or embracing this black tax. It is, to be honest, an albatross. But if you look at it from a positive angle, it is part of our growth as the black South African community.


    When Afrikaners were emerging from English oppression, they experienced something of this sort, where financial obligations had to be shared between parents and their children. To turn things around, the Afrikaners started cooperatives and building societies to stabilise families and build the community, one brick at a time. These micro-ventures, in turn, later grew into formidable entities such as the Saambous, Santams, Sanlams and Nasperses of this world.
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