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South Africa: Its Blackness is Lily-White
By Jamileh Asleh(
 
Over seven years have passed and we are racing against time, unable to overcome the obstacles to obtain the fleeting justice. Seven years and our train has not stopped except at the stations of disappointment. Despite this, and because we believe in the justice of our cause, the decision of Israel’s Attorney General, Menachem (Meni) Mazuz to close the files of the martyrs did not douse the light in our eyes. 
We, the martyrs’ families, threw ourselves into the surge, becoming part of the madness of the sea. We refused to sleep on the shore, so we could be in good standing with the martyrs, based on our belief that a people have no value without a voice.
Therefore, on the nineteenth of last month (April 2008), we visited South Africa, a country that understands the true meaning of injustice, as a first step in the implementation of the decision to resort to international advocacy in the martyrs’ case. Our choice of South Africa as our gateway to the world was not coincidental. Since we could not take a usurped homeland and an entire people, it was decided that a delegation travel to South Africa composed of Mr. Shawqi Khatib, the Chair of the High Follow-Up Committee, eight members of the martyrs’ families and five staff members from Adalah, which, from the outset, has insisted that its lawyers are the best lawyers for the most just of cases.
The delegation departed at noon, with each of us bearing a four-colored emblem on our chests. It was an emblem of the demand for truth, justice and accountability for the killing of our thirteen sons, whose names have been erased from the register of life by the Zionist establishment. We were determined to raise our voices outside the homeland and to tell the martyrs’ story and the story of our people who live a vulnerable life. 

We remained thirteen hours in space between heaven and earth before the plane finally landed in the city of Johannesburg, where a delegation comprising eminent personalities, who have an honorable history and are active on the ground, were awaiting our arrival with open arms to embrace us and our cause.
After travelling to the city of Pretoria, we had an exceptional meeting in the media network (MRN), whose staff deserve great praise for their skill and experience in the media. We sensed their empathy for our cause in particular and the Palestinian cause in general. They expressed their willingness to advocate our cause, believing in its justice.

 
The subsequent meetings were extensive and varied, notably with former members and participants in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the committee for support of apartheid victims and detainees’ families, the commission on human rights, and experienced and knowledgeable lawyers. One of these lawyers was George Bizos, the lawyer who defended Nelson Mandela and the most senior lawyer who struggled against apartheid, alongside experienced investigators and ideologists.

 
Everyone we met demonstrated their willingness to work to advance the martyrs’ cause in order to achieve truth and justice, which gave us a sense of comfort. Everyone promised they would bring attention to this issue and considered it an honor to do so. We paid a most interesting visit to the Constitutional Court, which was recently a prison full of activists, most notably the stoic Nelson Mandela. The prisoners grew and became giants who preached freedom from white domination, from the grip of racial discrimination. These prisoners were held captive behind bars while their spirits were yearning for a life of dignity. They suffered year upon year, forgetting that the sun rises in the morning and sets in the evening, but confident that their pain would cause the sun of freedom to rise.
We became emotional as we wandered between the prison sections, as we imagined the walls uttering the prisoners’ names who had paid the price of liberation; those people who were not guilty except for having been born with black skin. They suffered at the hands of the white authority, which had refined the architecture of prisons and the torture of activists. However, despite the bitterness that a visitor feels during a tour of the prison, there is a sense of pride and admiration for this activist people.
We entered the corridors of the court, which were built on the ruins of a wing of the prison, whose stones were moved to form the foundation of the court, which has many meanings. The engineers’ skill was demonstrated by a large window that was placed in one of the court’s walls. This window overlooks a section of the prison, reminding the judges and those attending court sessions of the oppression that this nation has experienced, and justice is the foundation on which decisions are usually issued by one of eleven justices of different colors and sexes. 

We concluded the tour, ending another day of the visit, with a promise to meet a group of mothers who had been victims of the apartheid system in the village of Mamelodi (“the mother of music”). These mothers had lost their sons, who had been killed or kidnapped, and most of them still do not know their fate. It is difficult to find the words, however much we search in language, to express the suffering of those mothers. What I can say is that after our arrival and the recounting of stories of suffering on both sides, we felt oneness with them and a bridge extends between our wounds and theirs.
I am confident that we did not meet anyone without an expression of determination and tenacity. All of the faces emanated a sense of pride in their history and their struggle; faces that shone like stars washed by rain. This provokes admiration more than compassion in the soul. Yes, we saw the radiant faces of a people who refused to be enslaved to white domination, but were slaves of their cause. Our time was limited and we could not meet with more people than we did, but we were able to scrutinize many eyes, which were a repository of pain and the massacres that have been committed against this people.
 
This was the first part of the visit, during which we tried to read everything. However, when a person is away from home he or she tends to be selective, and feelings of envy and jealousy often arise, feeding the instinct to draw comparisons, and everything that is present reminds one of what is absent; every move becomes significant. This feeling reached its peak when we entered the Hector Pieterson Memorial Museum in Soweto, which documents, visually and orally, all of the suffering of this people and the discrimination and persecution they endured during the apartheid period, as well as the Soweto uprising of 16 June 1976. Since these people insisted that they create records, refused to have the younger generations forget, and were persistently faithful to the cause, we left there bowing our heads to them with sadness in our souls and fear in our hearts, in case our memory were to become marred and our history distorted.
The fourth day was unique as we met an exceptional personality in the parliament building in Cape Town (the Cape of Good Hope) in the Vice President of the South African Parliament, Mrs. Gwen Mahlangu-Nkabinde. Vice President Mahlangu-Nkabinde welcomed us, apologizing for the absence of the president due to the parliamentary break for Independence Day. The meeting was warm and culminated in her wonderful words: “Our independence is incomplete because Palestine is not independent, and our wound is open as long as the Palestinian wound is open. We would like to see the martyrs’ families with us in this building, so they can meet everyone, and I hope this will happen soon. We promise you that we will be a warm home for you.”
 
With this ended the first lesson of international advocacy, which concluded with a visit to the Muslim Judicial Council in Athlone, Cape Town. Those working in the center expressed willingness, as those before them, to be faithful to our cause, and specifically the case of the October 2000 martyrs. 

These were a few days that we, the members of the delegation, spent. We emerged from them with a greater conviction that we should to take these people as a model for our own journey, as history has not given us any other options and because silence at injustice would condemn us. Thus we announced that we will remain present always and forever, refusing to collapse or surrender. Justice and human rights will go on, above all the right to life and the right to live in dignity and equality, which is a dream that we will continue to pursue.
(  The author is the mother of the martyr, Asel Asleh, from Arabeh, who was killed in October 2000.





PAGE  
1

