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As far as I can see, the issues around successful Black South Africans divide into the following four areas of experience:

Community ostracism, estrangement and social status


The first area up for discussion is obviously the social pressures brought on by the financial and personal success of a black person, simply due to the fact that this is the most visible difficulty they will experience.  

In order to achieve this success, they have to - at least in some measure - subscribe to the values, ideals, and business practices that underpin the area in which they wish to succeed.  That often means accepting and even adopting behaviours and ideas that are seen to originate in alien European traditions.  As an example can be mentioned the current tertiary education system that is based on evaluation of the learner according to a somewhat narrow conceptualisation of what constitutes knowledge.

Achieving success may be seen as giving in to -or pandering to- the former oppressors. Even more damning is the notion that succeeding in a business environment structured along European methods of interaction and negotiation means that may require the black person to relinquish his or her values and heritage, i.e. selling out in return for financial gain.

Obviously the usual problems with jealousy and envy will also play a role here, with less successful peers resenting the status, power and privileges of the prosperous ones.  The guilt-laden question arises whether one can still remain a ‘brother’ when not actively participating in the relative deprivation and suffering experienced by what is termed ‘the masses’?

Extended family expectations

The second issue pertains to the common complaint that as a black person becomes successful, s/he is contacted by ever-increasing numbers of extended family members.  These family members feel entitled to a share of the wealth of their family member, in full accordance with the traditional African values of collectivism and responsibility for the group.  

However, operating day in and day out within a system, that espouses the traditional western values of individualism and personal gain, may cause the person to assimilate these values, especially if doing so is rewarded by ever-higher remuneration and status.

And at first the extended family is very happy for the successful family member to keep on bringing home the financial rewards of his/her efforts.  But after a while, the various members start to complain of the increasing assimilation of western values and ideals, especially when this leads to a less willing attitude to sharing.  The successful member usually feels resentment at this, as s/he is now essentially expected to play two roles simultaneously in order to keep both the workplace and the family happy, essentially being unable to choose between two almost incompatible social structures without losing either support group or income.  This is usually where the need to turn to people in similar circumstances comes in, and peer-group concepts such as ‘yuppies’ or ‘buppies’ arise.

Nuclear family expectations

A third issue of some importance is the changes frequently experienced in nuclear families where one party, either the mother or the father becomes substantially more successful than the other, thereby landing up torn between the two incompatible social structures described above.  

Through the constant interaction with the ‘other’ culture, and the awarding of ever-higher financial awards and accolades, the successful partner eventually feels obliged to adopt the dominant values within the place of work.  This causes strife in the home, as the partner is now changing and thus becoming an unknown entity.  The more the family strives to maintain status quo, the more the successful partner needs things to change.  Eventually an insurmountable chasm is formed, and without professional mediation the relationship is likely to suffer estrangement, separation or divorce.


Lack of knowledge/experience

Another factor often leading to unhappiness among black top-level employees is the lack of preparation for the broader demands of an executive life.

Historically, top-level employees would be tutored comprehensively and for years by their predecessors to prepare them to take over an executive role and its associated responsibilities.  With the faster societal pace and the advent of affirmative action, the executives have often merely been trained to perform the core-competencies of their work role.  

Top-level employees frequently haven’t had the benefit of learning advanced social skills, life skills and coping skills at a leisurely pace and are therefore likely to experience extreme levels of stress.  As the partners have not been exposed directly to these circumstances, they often don’t possess the skills and understanding required to support their executive spouses through the crisis, and frequently resentment and conflict arises, threatening the stability of the relationship and deepening the crisis.  The lack of support often causes the successful executive to feel that s/he has no right to feel unhappy or stressed, feeling that s/he should be eternally grateful and happy to be in such a fortunate position compared to most of his/her compatriots.

Alleviating the guilt and unhappiness

One way of dealing with the problems presented by achievement and wealth in an inequitable society is to contact a psychologist skilled in undertaking the task of mentoring and assisting executives in the accelerated process of accumulating the skills and experiences needed to cope with their demanding societal function.  Often this process will include sessions with the partner or even the children to facilitate a united way of dealing with the challenges facing the family.  This mentoring – or coaching – may be financed by the company, but is often viewed as an accepted preventative health measure by progressive medical aids and covered like other forms of therapy.

PAGE  
1

