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Gordimer.1 Ratherlthe imaginative stress has been, in these terms,
to look at the world from Africa, even if this has meant experiencing
the bewilderment of profoundly mixed feelings. The omnipresence of
despair in the literature that is part of that effort of a people to
belong in a real, rooted way to Africa shows that this commitment was
fulfilled, even to that infinitely complex point when the prize
remained always elusive. The fact that early writers in this literature
of couﬁbeous despair2 left the country to live in England--Olive
Schreiner, William Plomer, Pauline Smith--is a further measure of the
arduousness of the process of decolonizing the consciousness, if that
is what it can be called, in the interests of moving towards the
difficult Africa-centred vision.

Of the novels studied in this thesis, The Story of an African

Farm and Turbott Wolfe belong to the early colonial period of the

literature, characterised by the nced to pioneer both that vision
and ways of expressing it. Although Pauline Smith, like Schreiner
and Plomer, did not live permanently in South Africa, and wrcte in
something of a vacuum as far as local literature goes,3 her novel
The Beadle depicts the way of life in a pastoral Afrikaans community
and the relationship of the Afrikancr to Africa has always been
very different from that of the South African English people and so
her novel is a special case in some ways, aside from it being a
Christian work in which despair is seen as a function of universal
sin, not of living in a colonial society. The novel still belongs,
though, to a phase of the literature prior to its emergence as an
independent tradition fashioned by a growing continuity of consciousness

among its writers.

Nadine Gordimer, The Black Interpreters (Johannesburg:
SPRO-CAS/Ravan Press, 1973), p. 5.

Albert Camus, in his The Myth of Sisyphus, propounds his
philosophy of courageous pessimism.

3

In a diary entry dated Tuesday, 2nd May, 1905, Smith wrote,
"At the opening meeting . . . F. Mullexr, Esq . . . gave the opening
address on South African literature. I did not know there was any

. « .". Although Smith wrote The Beadle many years later, there
was certainly very little local literature to draw on, even then.
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Dan Jacobson, can be termed the middle period of the emerging
tradition.

It is significant that Alan Paton has remained committed to
South Africa until the present time. His autobiography Towards

the Mountain testifies to an Africa-centred consciousness (in this

case South Africa-centred) that has been "decolonized" all along.

For these reasons, then, it seems appropriate to see Cry, the Beloved

Country as the turning-point in the literature. By turning her
attention to a rustic Afrikaans community Pauline Smith foreshadowed,
in effect, this shift from a concern with European issues applied

a priori to a South African context, to a full, first-hand examination

of the realities of South African society a posteriori, that is, with

a strong empirical flourish. Instead of Waldo finding peace in the
discovery of Universal Unity, one has Arthur Jarvis offering his
moral commitment to South Africa, instead of Turbott Wolfe leaving
Africa for reasons that a gentleman is best able to understand, one
has a Zulu umfundisi trekking out to the great city of gold and sin
on a mission of restoration. And the schizoid condition of characters
like Mary Turner, Mehring and Magda is at least caused by their
Existential "abandonment" in both degrading social circumstances and
the insentient universe.

This shift of consciousness on the part of English South African
writers, initiated by Paton, is echoed in an analogous change of
heart described in the Frost poem cited in the Preface of this thesis,
which begins, "The land was ours before we were the land's". The

emphasis in Cry, the Beloved Country is on responding to being part of

the "beloved country", working on that irrevocable assumption and, in
Paton's case, formulating a principle of creative suffering to coge
with the potential of despair that threatens human life in a situation
of exhausting complexity and trying conflict of interests.

The responses of writers of the contemporary period of mature
English South African fiction~-to this condition of "being part of"--

have been very different from Paton®s notion of Christian hope.
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Gordimer's The Conservationist and J.M. Coetzee's In the Heart of the

Country have heralded a return to a literature of despair,but not the
sort of spontaneous distress of "an improbable and ineffectual
Englishman" sojourning in Africa and disgusted by an ungentlemanly,
immoral society, but a despair allied to an analytical study of the
nature of South African society and the causes of oppression in it,

In The Conservationist the central cause of oppression is seen to be

a racially based capitalism and in In the Heart of the Country, the

structures of colonisation.
It was noted in the previous chapter that a new phase of the
literature has been initiated by Coetzee's profound study of South

African despair in In the Heart of the Country: 1later novels like

Gordimer's July's People and Coetzee's own Waiting for the Barbarians

have taken new, challenging perspectives on the South African
situation, Gordimer projecting her focus forward into an envisaged
future "after the revolution", Coetzee presenting an ironic utopia
in allegorical form. If this represents a movement away from the
implications of present despair, it is hoped that English South
African novels in the future will encourage that development, given
the debilitating existential effects of a despair unallied to some
creative philosophical principle.1 No-one is in a position to
speculate on the future of the litcrature since this is entirely
dependent upon the course South African society takes and this is
a matter for the clairvoyant and the prophet, rather than for the

literary critic.

Despair has been, perhaps, the major element in the Existential
philosophies from Kierkegaard to Tillich. Kierkegaard considered
despair a fatal and morbid spiritual condition and Tillich in The
Courage To Be warned against its effects in the following words:

"The pain of despair is that a being is aware of itself as unable to
affirm itself because of the power of non-being. Consequently it
wants to surrender this awareness and its presupposition, the being
which is aware. It wants to get rid of itself - and cannot . . . In
view of this character of despair it is understandable that all human
life can be interpreted as a continuous attempt to avoid despair."
(pp. 61-3).
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