


The copyright of this thesis vests in the author. No
guotation from it or information derived from it is to be
published without full acknowledgement of the source.
The thesis is to be used for private study or non-
commercial research purposes only.

Published by the University of Cape Town (UCT) in terms
of the non-exclusive license granted to UCT by the author.



Table of Contents

ACknOWledgementS ....I.I....'-............I........l... o oo e

intrOduction (AR AR A IR A I N A A N N N N N R Y]

PART ONE

Chapter 1
Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4
Chapter 5

Chapter 6

PART TWO

Chapter 7

Chapter 8
Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapt » 11

" Problems of the white English writer in

South Africa: Colonialism.

Problems of the white English writer in

South Africa: Apartheid. |

Problems of t » white English writer in
South Africa: The Ideology of the English
in South Africa.

The Ideology of Liberalism.

The Fate of Liberalism in South Africa.

Liberalism and The Novel.

Olive Schreinert's The Story of An African
F&I‘m ° . e

William Plomer's Turbott Wolfe.
Alan Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country.

Dan Jacobson's A Dance In The Sun and
The Beginners.

Nadine Gordimer‘*s The Late Bourgeois world.

14

Conclusion ,A.c.,.aoooocnonsuooun--vo,-oqcnvnoo..'oe.-;'.‘-o-.'-oo

EiblicgraPhY' .....ﬂl.ﬂ'.—.Iﬂ.O.ﬁ‘DQ;alI;IG,’Q..:(;.-O"OBC-..QG»BO.W.‘.

/

Page

ii

1

11
37
47
62

9
108

1395

164

186

206
225.

252

253






Introduction




This thesis has been writt¢ in an attempt to answer a question
which came to mind when I { rst began reading white English South
African literature. The question itself was quite simple: way
is this literature like it is, and, more particularly, why is it

a body of work whose quality is generally so mediocre? There is

a general critical consensus that it is mediocre, and all the more
so when it is judged in the light of standards set by modern
European and Américaniliterature. -Kevin ﬁargarey is representative
of this consensus when he writes that 5if one attempted to fit
South African novels into a hierarchy that contained Henry James,
Henry Handel Richardson and J.B. Priestly, one would have, I

think, to make some remark such as that no South African novel

1

rises above good third class."”’' And Philip Segal implies a

similar low estimation of the value of English South African

literature in his discussion of the place of South African writing

in university English literature courses: =

Can we find time to study books which
(chosen not mainly because of their
literary value but for some foreground
interest of 1loc L subject or setting)

will make it necessary to drop out of our
course a play of Ben Jonson's, a novel of
Jane Austen's, major work of modern
criticism or poetry? Certainly the local
flavour may be very exciting, and it is
delightful to recognize a familiar laxd-
scap 1in a work, or to tourselves!

'in a well-drawn social situation; and

no one can deny that -enjoying this flavour
may encourage wider reading. But what if,
when its taste fades from our memory, we
are left with little or nothing comparable ,//
to what remains in our mi ls after rcading
a great work of literature, no permanent
disturbance of the spirit, no unforgettable
intensity of art? 2

There would seem to be a number of immediate and obvious answers

to my initial question as to the relative mediocrity of this



li terature. First, it could be said that its lack of distinction
is simply because no great talent has emerged, one whose example
might have set a precedent for later writers. Secondly, it could
be pointed out .that the English sub-group in South Africa has
always been a small, if conspicuous, minority, and that a scattered
million people or so hardiy»cdnstitutes an adequate base for
cultural fecundity and for the emergenée of a great body of
literature. Thirdly, the brief history, the largely colonial
origins and continuing colonial outlook of the English in South
Africa could also be advanced in an attempt .to explain the thinness
of their culture and the parochial, provincial character of their
literature. Henry James' much-quoted moral to the effect that

"the flower of art blooms only where the soil is deep, that it
takes a great deal of history to produce a little 1literature, that
it needs a complex social machinery to set a writer in motion",,3
is certainly applicable to English South African culture; and
the lack of these conditions i1is surely one of the reasons for the
mediocrity of its art. Fow 1ly, and finally, attention could be
drawr. to 2 nunber of social conditions such s the strmcture of
south Africa according to f e dictates of race and class, to
Apartheid and its censorship laws; all these can be seen to have
had a destructive and limiting effect upon the achievement of

white English South African literature, as well as on every other

literature in the country.

i
v

I will be discussing the latter three of these four general reasons
or explanations in much greater detail below since it is these
which ‘both directly and indirectly) have had the most significant
determining influence on this literature. The fact that no truly

great individual talent has appeared in it is an explanation of



negligible significance. As Nadine Gordimer has written: *“when
I began to think about writers in my own country, I saw that the
reasons way many of them have written as they have are centred

more in the social situation they share than in their individual
differences of talent and temperament."4 Nor is it a sufficient
explanation to argue that §§§§Z§er mediocrity is to be found in

wnite English South African literature is due solely to artistic

failure. Philip Segal, Ffor instance, replying to an article in

The Classic by Nat Nakasa, v ites: "In our context the failure

that must be stressed, when hrere is one, is the failure in artistic
power.' I underline this ag¢ n because of the 1loose talk that
results when this is forgotten. For instance, a critic quoted in
the paper we are discussing, says: "Perhaps if the author had

lived among his characters and seen their conduct with his own eyes
he would have been able to portray them more powerfully ... Tﬁis

is the cause of the failing of our white wpiters in general".

Now one obviously cannot have too much of raw experience of life

if one wishes to write, but even if one has talent, no amount of
such experience will automatically lead to the creation of a valid
work of art."? For his assertion that all | 1 "7t ature
are failures of imagination and artistic power - nothing more,
nothing less - becomes questionable and unsatisf?ctory, and
expecially when, as will be argued in the following chapters of

this thesis, these various failures are seen in the light of—the—
specific problems which have confronted the white English writer

/
in South Africa.

Criticism of English South African Literature

Until very recently, criticism of English South African 1iter re



has tended to consist of little more than a condescending tour
around the territory of the major literary figures and their 1land-
marks. In a word, it has often amounted to no more than a kind of

academic journalism.6

It has usually been thematic in approach.
Critics have identified and isolated common themes such as that
of "exile" and have then proceeded to illustrate these in any
number of texts.7 Perhaps inevitably, the most common single
theme which has been isolated is that of race. For, as

Ezekiel Mphahlele has complained, "English fiction in South Africa
is obsessed with race relationships. The plot is the thing, and
as race conflicts provide innumerable facile plots, we are in for
a gold .sh; and so character counts for little or nothing."8
As isvevident in the above quotation, the obsession with the theme

of race, and the artistic inadequacies of the ways in which it

has been treated, has also ‘been the target for the most frequent
critical charge directed against it. Martin Tucker, for instance,
noting with disapproval the obsessive concern with the colour
question, remarks that "this concern cannot be explained merely

by reason of the existing colour problem in the society these
writers describe ... The answer appears to lie in the moral,
puritanical attitude of South African writers to their work. These
writers have not yet broken from a propagandistic orientation and
a moral fervour ... The South African novel invafiably has been

a tract, and instruction - rather than esthetic appreciation -

2 And Lewis Nkosi, in his criticism of

is its excuse for being."
fiction by black South Africans, draws a similar connection
between the race theme and artistic failure: "what we do get from
South Africa (therefore) - and what we do get most frequencly -

is the journalistiC'fact parading outrageously as imaginative

literature. We find here a type of fiction which exploits the






attempts to discern the lineaments of a tradition running through
waite English South African 1literature have  been unhelpful. An
observation like Arthur Ravenscroft's when he writes that

"Olive Schreiner established what I see as the central tradit_.n

of South African writing in English: realism unquestionably rooted
in the local scene, which, thanks to an open vigorous compassion,
results in the numinous vision that invests local concerns with

insights that speak to people everywhere",12

is so vague and
generally applicable to a literature from any country as to be

quite useless. Nor is J.P.L. Snyman's conclusion to his superficial
study of the English South African novel of any greater assistance;
he writes that "the two features of the South African novel are

the prominence of itw and the fact that most of the outstanding

writers are women".13

Wnite BEnglish South African literature presents a face which is as
variegated, amorphous and contradictory as that of any other
literature. At first sight it would seem as if the only common
factor among the majority of its works is a commitment to the
racial problem. What would appear to have been carried over from
one book to another seems to be no more than a common theme,; however
differently it might be approached by different authors. Never-
theless, it is one of the intentions of this study to show that
there is a.common Ffactor running through the most significant——
section of white English Sotv a African fiction, and that this

common factor operates on a ar deeper level than that of subject
matter or a commitment to realism. This level is an ideological
one; and the ideology itself is liberalism. It is this ideology
which, whatever the variations and different elements stressed

in it by different authors, forms and defines the major tradition

T TwvAalich 15 +oratinire in Cranmt+h Afrdica



, To study a literature in terms of the ideology which informs it
|has a number of advantages over purely textual, practical criticism.
For it is through ideology that literature manifests its particular
relationship to history. Moreover, an ideological study is
particularly useful in the case of white English South African
fiction, for the liberal ideology itself has a particularly close
relationship to the form which this fiction takes. As Stephen Gray
has said: "The liberal tradition and realism_goghand in hand
here lin South Africé], for realism implies a certain capaciousness
that can admit a variety of styles, from symbolical and allegorical.
to the naturalist, which are felt to be necessary to deal with the
stresses of the liberal debate .... The animatory word here is
tl1iberal'. 1In criticism of the English realist novel the word is

implicit in the very descriptive term rmovelr .4

And thus a study
of this fiction in terms of the liberal ideology is able to

encompass both its form and its content.

With a few possible additions and omissions, the liberal tradition
in Erglish South African literature is constituted by the novels
of Olive : v, Willi n lomer, ¢ 1 Paton, Dan Jacobson, and
Nadine Gordimer. As Stephen Gray has said: "the logical and
coherent tradition of the realist novel in South Africa is a very
narrow, but highly organized one. What begins with Schreiner's
novel as the liberal tradition in Southern African fiction dOE&S

continue in Turbott Wolfe, is endemic to Cry, The Beloved Country
15

... and meets its culmination in later novels." In this study
I will be discussing the work of the above five writers and I will
also be making some reference to the two novels of J.M. Coetzee;
not because these are informed by the liberal ideology but because,

like the later novels of Nadine Gordimer, they reflect its break-















The precise nature of the historical forces which have shaped a
country almost always presents a number of Problems for the writer;
this is particularly the case in a country like South -Africa which
is so much the product of European colonialism. And the degree to
which the writer is both able to perceive the nature of the problems
caused by this history, and to respond to them, is often a measure
of his or her artistic achievement. 1In this chapter, therefore, I
will be discussing those difficulties which the white English
writer in south Africa has met with as a result of being in a

colonial situation.

General Cultural Impoverishment

The general conditions of life prevailing in a colony, or in a.
country which has had a long colonial history, have often been
described as scarcely providing a suitableﬂélimate for the writer.
Perhaps the most significant indication of the enormity of the
problems with which the white English South African writer has
been faced in this country is to be found in his most characteristic
1 ;por to them; 1in his retreat to anothe country, into exile.
In the society of a country whose history has followed the
conventional colonialist pattern of taming the land and conquering
its indigenous peoples in order that the wealth of the one and the
labour of the other might be exploited, material values and B
mercantile concerns tend to predominate and mental life be
decisively shaped by the colonial system with its conserva
and traditionalism, with its emphasis on action and its coi

or intellectual values. William Plomer has written: "The
colonial attitude to culture might be compared, not unjustly,

with that of a dog to a lamp-post ... that artists cannot live in
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to human ambition. Landscape, in South
African realist fiction, never merely
sustains and magnifies man; it dwarfs

and overwhelms, it remains unyielding

and destructive. Out of Schreiner's
single vision of that landscape comes

this enduring vision of it, common to

many white novelists: one follows it
through Turbott Wolfe, The Beadle, Crvy,

the Beloved Country, The Grass 1s Singing
and A Dbance in the Sun to Gordimer's The
Conservationist, uncnanged, as a basic
given or the genre ... The evidence of
these works is that all these authors
concur with Scl einer that the land, itself
dries the vital juices out of its inhabi-
tants, stunts them and - worst of all -
disallows them rom achieving man's most
sacred desire, he desire to take root in
the land and b¢ ong. Thus ... the
literature of this kind has a basi¢ tenet
the theme that its characters do not -
cannot - belong. We are confronted with

a ccaerent aad continuous strean of fiction
that is about permanently alienated beings,
wvhite beings who are not part of, and can
never be part of, a land which offers

them no harmonious, sympathetic growth. 8 -

Yet he, too, fails to mentic or add that this abiding wvision of
the harshness of the South African landscape and the unbelonging

Of its inhabitants is a direct consequence of the fact that history
has not domesticated the former whilst, at the same time, it has
not produced those societal forms, that cultural texi , which
would afford the latter a nourishing human environment which would
overcome their sense of alienation. This alienation to be found

so frequently in English South African literature is just one
reflection of an absence of a past and of a shared communal history.
And this painful phenomenon is, in turn, one reflection of an
infinitely more serious problem for the writer in this country,

the problem of that cultural schizophrenia which colonialism

invariably creates.






for the most part are from and about England; or from and about
other countries; but hardly ever about South Africa ... anybody
with a literary bent who grows up under the circumstances I have
mentioned, the consciousness of a gap or gulf between his reading

and the world around him comes very early."9

Significantly,
Nadine Gordimer also describes a similar rift (and the sense of
estrangement from Africa which it produces) between an unvarnished,
harsh African reality and the world of European myth in the
opening pages of her first, largely autobiographical novel The

).10

Lying Days (1953 And this rift between a European education

and upbringing and an African reality remote from if in almost
every way is a recurring theme in the writings of white English
Ssouth Africans. It is a direct consequence of colonialism and the

divided mind which it creates.

Colonization entailed for the colonizer writer an abrupt precipi-
tation into a milieu which had not yet undergone a process of

1li terary domestication. As a result, it was as if he was faced
with a complete vacuvumr when he first bagan writing. He was -
faced with the particular difficulty of having to learn, in

Olive Schreiner's well-known words, that "those brilliant phases
and shapes which the imagination sees in far-off lands (were) not
for him to portray"; he had to learn to "squeeze the colour from
his brush, and dip it into the grey pigments around him ... (to)

paint what lies before him."11

Particularly if he was a member of the colonizer group, rather
than that of the colonized, this was made that much more difficult

for him since, given the absence of a sustaining local culture in

- - - - - e A - a - a -



dominated by the cultural preconceptions which were both imposed

by and inherited from the mother country. Being products of
British colonialism and imperialism, the earliest English writers
in South Africa could hardly have been expected to escape frcm
seeing Africa through European rather than African eyes. Without
their European vision, clouded as it often was by the various

myths of colonialism, these writers would have had no vision at all.
However, it was precisely the dependency on this vision which
produced a curious disjunction in their writing,‘something which,

in turn, contributed to its failure as 1literature.

Writing in 1930 on English South African culture, R.F. Currey noted:

Now it is <lear that the culture of England
cannot be transported six thousand miles
across the sea and be established under new —
skies without some curious changes taking
place and some interesting problems arising.
For culture, like other things, unless it
adapts itself to its environment, will

sicken and die. A purely exotic culture is
an abomination: it loses its creative power,
which in the main is the justification for
its existence, and can only be maintained

at an altogether excessive cost, both moral
and materiai ... althougn we here in South
Africa may speak the language of England,

- and n y, perhaps, con’ we to speak it as it
is spoken in England, yet almost the greater
part of English 1literature finds its
inspiration in things that do not exist in
south Africa ...BEngland is the repository of
so much that is excellent in human life, and
almost all its spiritual riches can be freely
drawn upon by us. And yet, as experience
shows, we have to be careful in doing so.

On the one hand there is the danger that we
may centre our care and efforts on acquiring
these things and forget that they have to be
adopted in form, if not in spirit, to meet
changed conditions; and, if we fail to
remember this, we shall inevitably become
aliens in our own land. 12

~

% The colonizer writer inherited the cultural preconceptions, the

anct+ha+i~r nAavrme anAd 14 +araryr Fachinne Nnf hie ar her mnther countrvs



\1'_















27

latter country to a hoétility to all that 3ritain represented and
a determination on the paft of the Americans to strike oﬁt on their
own. But the EngiiSh in South Africa have never constituted a
defined group or community; their predominanfly urban énd diverse
backgrounds and their lack of politicization has meant that they

have been, and are, not so much a group or community as a conglom-

erate of loosely structured sub-groups. They have never been
unified by a distinctive nationalism.” As N.G. Garson has maintained:
"there is no geographical basis for it and, besides, the prior
claims and superior numbers of Afrikaners have éstablished pre-

n17 In spite of the fact that a number of critics,

~emptive rights.
particularly over the last decade, have claimed that white English
South African literature has given evidence of a progressive move-

Y

ment towards independence,‘tnat it haé sundered its old colonial
dependencies and that it reveals an increasingly indigenbus "Ssgth
African* quality, it will be seen that this.is largely §uperficial
and that the dependency has remained'virtualiy unaltered since,

on the ideological level particularly, the Ehglish in South Africa\r
and their culture in general have undergéne so few significant

changes over the last one hundred years. .

Furthermore, if thevwriting of the célonizer English writer in this
country has been marred by the cultural échfiophrénia'already
described and if he himself has been faced with the acute prOBIEm
of cultural schizophrenia, his actual position and réle as a wiitér
has only grown more problematic, if not tortuous, with time. For,
according tb Mike Xirkwood, a certain historical progression is to
be observed uhfolding in the history of a colonial ccuntry. In

the first stage of this progression, the white colonizer "fails to

~assert a critical awareness of his own ethnocentric assumptions
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and projections, and uses the colonized as exotic models for rudi-
mentary raids into the faecinatihg history of_hie own psyche,”18
This stage or period is Eoliowed by a dawvning awareness on the part
of the”colonizer of the real nature oEehis colonialisociety; and,
lastly, this is followed by the historical initiative passing into
the hands of the‘coionized whb then assert their will to independence
and freedon from the.exploitatidh end Oppressiqn«imposed upbn them

by the colonizer. S ' é

Although it has not yet reacned any conclusion, thie historical
progression has clearly occurred in South Afrlca. ‘And es a:result
of it, the position of the whlte writer has become increasingly
problematic. More and more he has become oppressed by a sense of
having beesn Dushed to the 31de of an 1nev1table ﬂ14t0r1C37 process'

in which he, as a member of the white colonizer group, has no part

to play. Like "all whites on the cortlnent“ his future is without

o

any certainty at all - w1thout even the rlnlmal certainty that §

~consoles and nourishes the blacks in thelr struggle"° and, as

Dan Iacobsor has also commented: k"ne is cut off Prom tke surge td
political power that is animating the Afrlcan consclousness in its
every aspect.™ 19 As the colonized (the blacks) in south Africa
have had to withdraw into their own kind and to refuse relationships

with the colonizers (the whites) in order ‘to gather strength for

. their own political struggle and to acquire a sense of themselves

whlch 1s not that which has been prescribed by the whtte@” deni -
gratlng images of them, so the colonizer writer has been faced
increasingly with the problem of finding or creating an effective

historical réle for himself and his writing, and of transcending

‘the cultural schizophrenia caused by his colonial background in

order to contribute effectively to the making of a common culture

in Ssouth Africa. It is a problem which remains to be solved.
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- Chapter 2

Problems of the white English writer in_South'Africa: ,Apartheid




- racism which Apartheid enshrines and institutionalizes is itself

- as racial and class divisions.

‘which the Apartheid state, both before and after 1948, has had

31

Those cultural fragmentations and various sorts of impoverishment .

caused by colonialism have only been aggravated by the policy of
Apartheid which, despite the common popular belief, was not an

inVention of Dr. Malan's Afrikaner Na tlonalist Party about 1948

‘but has been a fundanental tenet, in one form or another, since

‘the very beginning of European settlement in South Africa. The

a product of the early colonial situation in this'country as well

1
was an unav01dable consequence of colonialism has only been com-

pounded by that form of practical, societal schizophrenia, that

 separation between races which Apartheid has both promoted and

enforced.

So far-reaching have the effects of Apartheid been on all spheres

and aspects of South African life that the”poet Christopher Hope

- is quite correct vhen he writes (ech01ng Olive Schreiner) that
~Wyhat is important in South Africa is not art but aoartneid That
45 tha Jingle leue tOucning us all. Itte in the air -wva breathe,

<Bred in the marrow and along the intestines ... The thing that

separates us, paradoxically, is our only common ground."2 Almost

all analyses of art in South Africa stress the profoundly

inhibiting, if not the absolutelyndestructive, determining effect

and continues to have upon art and literature in this country.

Man has no control over the measure in
which talent is given to this one and
~withheld from that; but man, through the
state, controls the circumstances in which
the artist develops. Innate creativity .
can be falsified, trivialized, deflected,
conditioned, stifled, deformed and even
destroyed by the state, and the state of

¢

R
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That cultural schizophrenia which | ¥
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society it decrees ... there can have been
few 1f any examples in human history of
the degree, variety and intensity of
conflicts that exist between the South
African artist and the external power of
society. That external power is at ‘its
most obvious in the censorship laws,
running amuck through 1literature and
lunging out at the other arts. But it is
at the widest level of the formation of
our [South African) society itself, and
not at any specific professional level,
that the external power of society enters
the breast and brain of the artist and
determines the nature and state of art.
It is from the daily 1life of South Africa
that there have come the conditions of
profound alienation which prevail among
south African artists. 3 : '

And the enduring structure of divisions and separations between
races and classes, which defines the Apartheid stave, aas confronted
the artist, and more particularly the writer, with a number of acute

problems amongst which the general one of isolation between races

is most readily apparent.

Isolation Between Races

. g
The octrine and practl%e of Apartheid has had the dlrect effect oE

1solat1ng almost all Lac1a1 grouns in South Afrlca fron one- another.
At the broadest level it has sougnt to d1v1de the blacks from the

whites and to ensure a condition of permanent estrangement between

thesé two races. The limiting of experience and perception which—

has been forcibly imposed on both black and white writers as a
result of this and their conseqnent_inability to transcend, if only
imaqinatively; the sterilizing confines of their mutual isolations
has often been commented upon. Nadine Gordimer offers the best
descrlptlon of the consequences for the wrlter of this syndrome'

of ubiquitous isolation: K -
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I now balleve lshe wrltes] that :
George Luck&cs is right when he says that <§€>
a writer, in imaginative creation and the '
intuition that comes with it, cannot go
beyond the potential of his own experience.

That potential 1s very wide; but living -
in a society that has been as deeply and

"calculatedly compartmentalized as South
Africats has been under the colour bar,
the writer's potential has unscalable
limitations. There are some aspects of
a black man's 1life that have been put
‘impossibly beyond the white man‘'s
potential experience, and the same applies
to the black man and some aspects of a
white man's experience. Both can write
of the considerable fringe society in
wvhich black and white are 'knownf®, in a
meaningful. sense, to one another; but
‘there are areas from which, by iron -
circumstance, each in turn finds himself
shut out, even intuitively, to their.
mutual loss as wrlters 4 ‘

Inflex1ble gsocial dlv151ons based on class and rolour have resulted
in a lack of communlcatlon between whlte and black wac1al groups

in South Afrlca; and this lack has only grown more profound with
time. Each of these groups has elther rlgioly excluded itself or

- has been rigidly excluded from any real, autnﬂntlc part1c1patlon

in the 1ife of each other. Consequently, Just as South Afrlca is
a.mﬁltimracial‘SOCiety, it 1s also a multi-cultural one; it consists
" of a number of cultures all of whicn flow in separated, isolated
kchannels'and'which, having no réal contact with each other, have

had a correspondingly slight influence upon each other as well.

In his - "Introductlon" to A Book of sSouth African Verse (1959)

Cuy Butler writes that "dlfferences of belief and aspiration, as
well as speech have encouraged an intellectual apartheid between\
these groups [Engllsh Afrikaans, Coloureds, Africans and A51at1cs]
Each has developed along 1ts own llnes, susp1c1ous and often

5

tragically ignorant of the others." And commenting upon the above

. observation, Ezekiel Mphahlele has added: "Professor Butler has
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got hls :1nger on the real malady of South African cultural llfe,
which makes it difficult to talk about a South African 1literature
 irrespective of colour or race, the irony of it being that black
and white should have lived all these years.together become so

deeﬁly involved in each other's llves and 1n£luenced each other's
‘way of life so markedly, and yet have contlnued to move in three

separate cultural streams w6

Apartheid has made impossible the growth of a single, unified andjg
unifying indigenous culture in South'AErica Notwithstandinglthey%f?
fact Lhat a unified culture is by no means a Drerequllee for a
Elourlshlng llterature, 1t remains a-general rule that a culture

or a soclety which is not a whole cannot express itself as a whole,\
And iflit is remembered tﬁat one of the major'impulses of the !
creative imagination'lies in its ceaseless endeavour to forge an
organic whole oﬁt of many disparate parts, “the difficulties of

the writer in the fragmented Apartheid society becOmeveven'mere
clear; because of the societal divisions which have been entrenched
by tre Apartheid state 1t is wellnnigh impqseible for him to gain
,ahd to present a_ whole view of his society. However great'his
imaginative capacities might be, his real intimate knowledge and

understanding 1is Eercibly confined to just one fragment or segment

of his society.

This limitation imposed upon the writerts visioh bj the.fractmreé
Apartheid society is reElected in a general limjitation or inadequacyi
in almost all South African 1literature. T.T. Mayana summariies

this inadequacy when he writes:” "Above all, both blackland white
literature/in South Afriea, is one-eyed llterature, concentrating

on one section of the racial spectrum. The artlst has no choice.
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He knows his clan or tribe more than he will ever know the others.

‘The state presents him with a racial referent with which to

- interpret what he sees, hears, and thinks."7 And Ezekiel Mphahiele

goes still Ffurther in attributing the‘general poverty of all
literature in South Africa to the impoverishing social conditions

created by Apartheid: "as long as the white man's politics

- continue to impose on us a ghetto existence, so long shall the

culture and therefore literature of south Africa continue to shriVel

up, to sink lower and lower; and for so long shall we in our

writing continue to reflect only a minute fraction of 1ife."8

some Psychological Effects of Apartheid

Another destructive consequence of Apartheid, both for thevwriter
and for all South Africans as well, is to be’observed in some of

its psychological effects. Although it might be imagined that

=X

Apartheid has benefited the writer in that its very evils,
absurdities and anomalies have provided him with so much material

For his writing, with so many inciden*s which have inspired his

protest, it is all too apparent‘that its interminable oppressions

have often had an imprisoning rather than a liberating effect upon -

him, that the monolithic reality of Apartheid has resulted in a &
withering instead of a blossoming_of the writer's imaginative.

capacities and abilities. Nadine Gordimer's remark about South

Africans in general can be applied to white English‘South‘African

vriters as well:

R { .
While the problems of Africa, in abstract, \&}
have had the effect, on people outside the
- physical sphere of Africats influence, of -
expanding them, making them re-examine
their moral and spiritual boundaries and



.and the moral imperatives which it ceaselessly urges upon the

‘coldness, a withering of the imagination, t0 an absence of play

permitted to operate in the half-light of a spurious freedon,_or

find them too narrow, those same problems
have had another response from those of us
who actually live on the earth of Africa
ourselves. Under the terrors of these
problems, we have shrunk rather than
expanded: instead of seeking new freedom
for man's spirit, we have felt the accepted
moral values of the civilized world too
large and have changed them to contain us
more rigidly and narrowly. A sense of space
seems to have oppressed us in our souls as
well as 1in our bodies; we have: shut
ourselves in. § o

For the very weight of the Apartheid system, its' dire distresses
writer as a result, can be seen to have led to a dryness and

(in the Nietzchean sanse of thaz werd), and to a lack ol ircny
(that hallmark of anbamused; sceptical, detached, and mainly
benevolent nature) in South African literature in'general. Even
if satire énd comedy are common in this body of work, the
restfictions and constrictions of Aparthéid, the sense of ﬁrgency

and lack of time which its problems inspire, have given a sombre

andnchoked character to much of this literature. T.T. Mayana,

'referrino to Solzhenitsyn and the Soviet labour camDs, remarks

“"that "the human SDlrlt quite often blossoms 1n such desolation

and repreJ31on defeats its own purpose. But vhere the oppressor

nas not taken awvay everytning, in a situation where a Gordimer iS'

in a situation where the black writer is permitted to operate . --

piecemeal in occasional moments of repose from the grinding tortures

4o£ the law, the human spirit does indeed wither, the creative

imagination dying with it. That is the lesson of the South African

gituation for art7"1o



In addition to this, thevwriter's'enforced lack of knowledge of the x
other races in the country often enough results in a serieé,of é
fantasies which arise out of his need to bridge the gap of unknowing
‘between the races. 1In a psycholbgicalvsense it may be said'that
South Africa is held together by a nexus_of‘peoples n"dreaming" each
other in terms of the myths that the distance between them creates.
CAnd with the'imperative necessity of achieving'a knowledge 6E racésl
:other‘than his own;'a necessity which impoéeé itself upon'him both
because it is politically eésential and because the'imagination |
~desires to know and make whole, and yet w1tn his 1nab111ty to get

to know other races because of Apartaeld 1t would seem as if the
wvriter cannot escape from mere fantasies of knowledge which

ooerate as consolations on his psyche which is imbalanced by the
fears, hatreds, and angulshes sparked off by living along51de races
of oeople who are oftaa no more than a Dlay of shadows on the edge
of hlS'consc1ousness. The inhibiting psychologlcal effects of
this‘syndrome,_peculiar to the Apartheid sygtem, scarcely need
mentioning or elaboration. vNorAdoes_the faét'that it is precisély_
thﬁ astrancemont bétwéen peoples 1in Séuth‘AEfica that alicnation
.and distance, which forms the breeding-ground oE those mythq about 4
each otner whlch serve only to increase, and often to Justlfy, that

very estrangement itself. : . y (

~Although the Apartheid system 1s notorious for its brutalizing .

effects upon almost all the human beings whose lives it controls,
in the specific case of the white writer its dehumanizing effects
operate in a more subtle manner. Of the latter, Breyten Breytenbach

has written:

He [}he white writeﬁ] cannot identify with
anyone but his colleagues, any other class
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‘but his own white, well-to-do one. His S

culture is used to shield him from any !

experience, Or even an approximation of

the reality of injustices ... The artist

who closes his eyes to everyday injustice

apd inhumanity will without fail see less

with his writing or painting eyes too.

His work will become barren. When one

prefers not to see certain things: when

one chooses not to hear certain voices;

‘when one's tongue is used only to justify

this choice - then the things one turned ,

~away from do not cease to exist, the voices

do not stop shouting - but one's eyes

become walled, one's ears less sensitive,

therefore deaf. One's tongue will make

some decadent clacking noises, and one's

hands ‘will be groping over oneself. 11
Even if the white English writer, unlike his black counterpart,
antomatically inherits a number of privileges such as leisure in
which to write and a relative freedom from official harassment
because of his class position and skin colour, he frequently pays
for this through a fear, guilt and shame which blunt his spirit
and take the edge off his perceptions. Inzthe case of many of
these writers it is possible to assert that the power of their
'writing is weakened by their relatively comfortable, privileged
position., Despite the nausea which is a freduent reaction in white
South African‘wxiting to the South‘African landscape (bOth 1itera1
and Pigurative), it is yet another indication of the manifold
schizophrenias of this country's life that one seldom receives the
sense that this literature is terribly affliCted by the sufferings
caused by Apartheid. The evasion of these sufferings is madé éasy w\
through the white writer's class position. In the absernce of a \
common cultural inheritance (say, a common language) uniting all
‘the social strata in South African society it is of course
especially difficult for the writer of one class to identify with
the problems of another class, for the bourgeois writer to identify

with the lot of the oppressed proletariat. Nevertheless, it might<
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not be mere conjecture to say that it is because of thls that S0
seldom has a trulv powerful voice eme“ged from whlte Engllsh South

African llterature Jack Cope has written:

If one can accept (this) idea of a certain. ?K
energy and vitality deriving from the v
- sufferings of an oppressed condition - an V
energy that tends to get lost up among

the privileged and powerful - then it is

easier to sea a connection between the

rhetorical weakness of much writing by the
best-intentioned liberal whites and the

social group from which they find it so

difficult to wrench themselves ... Such

writing, poetry or fiction, fails (then)'

on the test of SubJECthltj, of experience

and identity. It is a literature about

things, well observed and descriptive,

perhaps, but inevitably external, surface

worP 12

The white English writer is largely a voyeur of the sufferings |
- ' ' r
caused by'Apartheid, and his exclusion from these, from that radical

drive created by the exnerlence of pain 1tsel 1s another reason '

vhich might account for the lack of energy ev1dent in his wrvtlng.

He haq remained an observer rather than a nart1c1pant.

Censorship is essential to the'functioning of the Apartheid staté,
and the abolition oFf the former canngt hope “to be achieved‘without
the abolition of the latt;r. 0f the writers dealt with in_thig
study, both Nadine Gordimer and J.M. CoetZeé;have.had novels bannéd
or embafgoed and, with the ekception of Dan Jacobson, the others
have éll suffered some form of official stéte harassment} |
Olive Schreiner was virtually under house-arrest in Hanover Ffor

parf of the Boer War and‘Alan Paton's passport was withdréwn in 1960.

‘Far more importantly, however, the wide-ranging censorship laws have

+
f
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conLrlbuted to the almost complete eradlcatlon of wrltlngs by blacks
such as Npaaalele, Modisane and Brutus; they have erased significant
areas of history and have served to reinforce the tragic barriers

of non-communication betweea races. Also, they have played an

important part in establishing that sullen atmosphere of'oppression, [

H

that "climate of fear" which has so often been noticed in South

.

- Africa and which has scarcely proved congenial to the creative writer.
. . : ; : o
Once again, Nadine Gordimer provides the best description of the

crippling effects of censorship:

Writers whose works are banned may hope to ‘ X
- -be read another day, or elsewhere; but a : '
" whole generation of South Africans is

growing up with areas of the world of ideas

closed to ther., aand withoat any irsight into

the lives and aspirations of their fellow

countrymer, black or white as the case may

be, living on the other side of that net

of legislation through which we may all only R

peer at each other dumbly. A book may be

banned under any of the Publication and

Entertainments Act's ninety-seven definitions

of what is 'undesirable'. The success of

censorship must be seen in the completeness

with which we are cut off not just Ffrom the

few books dealing with our own ingrown
society, but also from the books waich

"Formulate the thinking that is going on all

around us, in particular on this continent

to which we stake our lives on belonging ...

As South Africans we do not know what the -

rest of Africa is thinking, just as, as ‘

whites, we do not know what the black and

coloured population is thinking ... All
this - intellectual isolation, isolation
of ignorance among white people abcut the
inner life of their countrymen of another
colour -~ this is the blunting of human
faculties that control of communication is

steadily achieving. 14

Although it is not possible to assess the extent to which the
oxistence of censorship has actually altered, either consciously
or subconsciously, the manner in which writers have treated certain

controversial topics and, furthermore, whetner it has led to a

process of self-censorship in the mind of the writer himself, the

s
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censorship laws of the Apartheid state and its banning of books
have on1y increased t?é number of writers who have left South |
Africa and gone into éxile. ~Censorshipvitself'is yet another
specific expression and instance of the enormous control which
politics has had and continues to have over literature in South

Africa.>

The Apartheid State and Ideoiogy

Ne?ertheléss, such Ffactors aS isolation, éensoréhip, and the
psychological effectskof Apartheid which have imposed such
.destfuctive limitations on the writer znd bié creatiwitr become
relatiVely minor'problems:when set againstvthe overwhelﬁing
destructivevinfluence,which the véry social formation df'Soutth
Africa has had on all South African 1literature. The savage,
inhuman ramifications of Apartheid have nO%“Only’pfovided an
uncoﬁnfable number of racial situations which,vin'%urn,.have given
the writer his distinctively South African subject matter; nor
tcan the effects of the Ap rrheid stztz be 1imited to ité afficient
éhdfdiligent 6bliteration of much of the valuaSlé wvriting in |
South Africa aiong with the lives, mainly black,. of thosé wﬁo have
WTitteh it. The provision by the state of é national and,~indeed;
ineéqapable topic for all wrifers,.as well as a’bureaurof‘"grgy
ones" to ensure that it is treated only within certain officig}
bounds, is only the most conspicubus crovming feature of its
détermining and cthtraining influences. Infinitély more important;y,
it is the social'formation of South AfricaAithlf,‘consolidated
and.reinforced by the Apartheid state, which is the most significant
determinant of all SouthkAfrican 1literature, even down to thé

manner ‘in which the latter has treated its abiding topic of racism.

v
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Wo“ just as in a racist society ideologies ofvcultural dlfference

are an invariable phenomenon whlch serve either to legitimize or

to challenge the domination of one class by another through
emphasizing»the dehumanization of the one or the genetic superiorityrv
of the othe):',‘]5 so too in a class society there will exist a number
59 different ideoldgies among the various>class strata and even
'within a single class itself.15 Not only do tﬁese class divisions
reinforced by the state give rise to theéevdiffe;ing ideologies
which serve,to increasevthe isolation’and estranéement of one class
from another, but these class ideologies themselves often serﬁe

to feinﬁorce a blinkered, transfixed perception of a certain V _ i
~historical situation. The Apartheid state, by entrenching a class~‘
asystem in South Africa thtough a monolithic system of controls,k

‘has made all too easy‘the:perpetuation of an untenable ideology -
amengst a significant sector of the English South'African sub«étcup.
And it is this ideology of liberalism Gwhigh‘will be discussed in X
much greater detail below) which has been responsible, more than | v/
| any single factor or determinant, for the ver/ nature of whlte

Engl1sh south African llterature and also for 1ts failures and | '

limitatlons, Its hegemony over a small but significant sector of ‘é>
a

the'whlte‘ruling class, and particularly White'Ehglish South Africe
writers, has frequentlykblinded them as to the real historical
nature of their‘situation" and theix class vosition has often
Drevented them from transcending the 1nadequac1es 1mp11c1t in—td
ideology. As Memml has remarked° "it is th easy to escape i
mentally from a concrete 51tuatlon, to refuse its ideology, while
continuing to live w1th1n 1ts actual relationships. w17 ‘ ';//
The most important function of ideology is to make a set of beliefs, !

“values and ideas appear "natural", unguestionable and all-pervasive.



Tt serves to create the illusion that the world view which it
constitﬁtes is "universal"‘and, moreover, 1s totally applicable

to and.capable of comprehending the entire reality of a class-
divided society when, in fact, if is frequently nothing more than
mystifyihg wnen brought td bear on anything oﬁtside the class of -
people whose lives it informs. Time and again in white English
“gouth African literature one witnesses the éttempts of wfiters to
iﬁterpret'é4situation in the light of an ideology and its
Vappropriate literary forms which, though these might héve a great
valuéband reality for them because of their.pfiVileged‘ciass
:positiOn and their European backgrouﬁd, have little’réalitykand
allowifew possibilities. for illuminating intérpretation.and under-
standing when they have to deal with those aspects of South African -
life which lie outside thé'prbtective Fence surrounding their own
class. |

' Terry Eégleton has correctly'said:' "Literary works are not
mysteriously inspired, or explicable in terms of their author's
psychology. Théy are Forms'oF.perception, pérticular wvavs of seeing

.-the world; kénd_as such they have a relation to that dominént way

Fiy

0f seeing the world which is the 'social mentality' or ideology of
an age. That ideology, in turn, is the product of the concrete
‘social relations in which men enter at a particular time and place;

it is the way these class-relations are experienced, legitimized
18 X

and ﬁerpetuated." And it'is preéisely because the ciaés divisions
of the Apaftheid society, both before and aftér 1948, have given
rise to a.number of different idéologies, and also because the |
latter have héd the crucial determining efféct on its va;iOUS

litératures, that any'understanding of white English South African.

literature in particular must involve a discussion of the class
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out of which it comes and the ideology which informs it; any
understanding necessitates a discussion of the nature of white
English South African culture and society. For it is the very

ideology of this culture, an ideology which has formed the world

view of the writers discussed here and which finds expression in

their writing, which has been and is at once the most immediate
and far-reaching of the problems with wnich they have been faced -

and this vhether they have been aware of it or not.
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It is often mentioned that the ideology of the English in South

Africa has always been that of liberalism. Yet, ironically,

.although this has always been the major political philosophy and

ideology associated with them as a group, few English Séuth
Africaﬁs have been:drawn to 1iberélismf English ideas about the
Rule of Law and'civil liberty took root_at_thé Cape and, to a
leséer extent, in Natal.in the nineteenth century, and -‘

Thomas Pringle‘championéd the freedom of the pfeSs in the earily
part of it. These habits are among the defining features of
liberalism, aﬁd yet the number of Engliéh Soﬁth Africans who have
campaigned For theif ﬁﬁiversal application (For all South Africané)
has been comparatively small at all times. Significantly,
Pfobébly the most promihent'liberal,in South African history has

been an Afrikaner, J;H. Hofmeyr.

The fact that liberalism has been traditibﬁélly the ideology of a | *
sméll minority within a minority white group in South Africa has &
not only been one of the main reasons for ifé'lack of political
efficacy; it has also been the cause.of a najor division within

those people who-constitute white English South Africa, a .division

“which makes it difficult to view them as a homogeneous group. -

For the views of English writers and intelléctuals have often

been at considerable variance with those of the rest of the

members of white English South Africa; characteristically, they .
have held views which have often been in absolute contradiction

to those held by the majority of their own kind.

Commenting on the frequently observed anomaly evident in the fact
|
v

that the English churches, universities, press and intelligentsia

have often been politically-far to the left of'the'community which
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they represent, David Welsh has suggested that this "apparent -
anomaly or. discrepancy should be viewed in terms of a differing
regard for tradition."1 He mentions the nineteenth century |

- English heritage of liberalism and radicalism, the reluctance of

- most English-épeaking vhites to see the rights embodied in this
- hetitage'extendéd.to all inhabitants in South Africa, and concludes
thét "there are, however, certain réles;'such aé clergyman;
university teaéhef,”writer; or journalist;'which_aré inhérently
and particu1ar1y cdncerhed with the articulatidn of cultural
tradition and with protécting or promoting the values wvhich are-
part of it. Heightened awareness of, or proximity to, a heritage\

may explain why it is that outspoken opponents of official

policies are more common in these areas than elsewhere in English:

speaking south Africa,"2

This hypothesis seems to me to be fundamentally correct. For, on

one level at least, white English South Africa gives evidence

%)

right throughout its history of a division ruﬂning between a.
~who have taken it upon themselves to uphold and defend the wvarious
ideals deriving from British liberal and radical thought, and the.
vast majority of their kind who have persisted in their colonial -

r8le as a visionless, sectarian bourgeoisie overwhelmingly devoted

to material comforts.anﬁ mércantilevconcerns, Despite thencaﬁﬁbn_w

bourgeois status of both groups, it:is for this reason that it”is
difficult to.identify fhe_English in South Africa as a ﬁnified

~community with a_specific communal réle to play by Qirtue of fheif

Engiishness.‘ Rather, they have been, and still are, in the well-

. known words of Anthony Delius, no more than a "végue communion®™;  x

and this communion has only grown more vague with time as the
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practical possibility of a unifying nationalism amongst them has

grown more remote.»

NeVértheless, howeVer much white English South Africa cannot be
regarded, either in the‘past or present, as being collectively and
‘authentically 1ibefal in its ideology, bothAits intellectual &lite
 and its much greater.number of conservative members have been
united at least in their common possession of a gommonkinheritance
which can be called the English ideology,A,Rooted in certain |
‘1iberél tenéts, this idéology is also constituted byfa common

- pattern of structure oésfeeling,_by a qharacteristically pragmatic
type of sensibility which drastically delimits the range of
éxpéfiences and the nature df political.beliefs;and éctidns open
to it. Guy Bﬁtler implies'this when he describes the English in" -
South Africa as having "a.practiCai instinct for making thingsm“ ~
'WOrk. Thgy are suspiciousvof'magnificent;political iﬁeas or

ideals, which make absolute demands upon men, and usually spell
personal, social and natﬁral‘disaster (Jinébism, Nazism, Fascism,
.COmmunism). They have an ancient belief iﬁ'thé primacy of the
iﬁdividual, in'tpshvalue and wisdom of discussion, in thek"

necessity for social adjustment etc.,"3

At'the basis of what I have called the English ideoiogy is to be x -

R

' found the specifically liberal belief in the primac§ of the
individwal and the Fundamental importance ofAhuman relafionshiﬁsg. =
One of fhe classic statements of this belief has been-formulated

| by E.M. Forster in his essay "Qhat I Believe®: ®I 1ivé in an age
of Faith - thé sort of epoch I used to hear praised;when I was a
‘boy. It is extremely'unpleasaht really. It is bloody'in every

' sense of the word. And I have to kéep my end up in it. Where do
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I start? ... With personal relationships. Here is something

‘comparatively solid in a world full of violence and cruelty."4

It}is‘above ali from this sort of credo that there follows the

type of sensibility which characterizes the English ideology. For.
with the primary.emphasis being placed upon personal relationships'
it-is.inevifable.that‘those virtues_which.will:enhance these willf.'
be emphasized and valued above all bthers,.that Forster's
"tolerance, goodvtemper, and sympathy"5 (dr kindliness, courtesy;"
and charity), a reverence for good manners and reasonableneés, and
a heavy stfesé on "certain private virtues, such as inner'stréngth

and integrity” will be seen as cardinal, and an individual

consciousness of. "marked moral intensity”® will be considered the

Following from this conception of funda- |
N - . - v

highest achievement.6

mentals is a seemingly innate (because part of an engrained

sensibility) suspicion of and scepticism towards any political

" ideas which demand an absolute commitment from men and women, a

preference for 'common sense' as opposed to reason, for dialogue,

discussion and mediation, for reformism rather than rewvolution,

and for the preservation of cultural continuities as opposed to

the fomenting of discontinuities. 1In addition to these features, )

ahd,also as a result of its primary stress on the individual, the

English ideology is markéd by "a general avoidance oF‘both the

rabstract-analytical!' and the tvisionary-daemonic® as modes of

thought -~ say, Hegel at one extreme, Dostoyevsky at the other¢"7
In literature this is expressed in a preference for "sensuous
empiricism® rather than for the above modes which Dostoyevsky and »

Hegel respectively epitomize.

The specific limitations of this ideology and the sensibility which
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it informs, as well as many other features of it, will be enlarged
upon below.8 At this point it is sufficient to say that this
- ideology which is common to white English South Africa dictates

the 1atter's‘easy—going‘tolerance, the 1aisse2—faire attitude it

displays to the society" around 1t and its distrust for 1deology
%iw‘,j(‘ P ans Skt -
Its hegemony is often the reason for the absence of historical.

_v;slon_amengvthese‘people:and, in some cases, among its writers

~as well. "And in its implication that the fulfillment and realization

of human beings depends on personal relations and on acts of -
individual choice, it tends to ignore the power of the environment,

‘of political and soc1a1 1nst1tut10ns which determlne men and thus

circumscribe the possibilities of individual autonomyn In the case

of white English south African writers it is this ideology which
'is responsible for a number of radical deficiencies in their work;
it is also the direct cause'qf'the‘most crucial contradiction;in
" their culture asla whole, a contradiction-which has had a decisive

influence on the literature which they have produced.

N
DA
[

f Tne Contradiction.cf'the_Englishhideology

The English ideology and its perpetuation is the result oftseveral

factors. Amongst these the most significant is the fact that the

English in South Africa, almost from their very first settlement in

‘the country, have been members of a colonizerAbourgeoisie and nave
‘been, until relatiﬁely recently} deeply dependent upon their close
historical connection with Britain for their values, their sense

. of identity, and their cultnre in the widest sense of that word.
This, in turn, has meant that a moat of 1ntellectua1 and splrltual
1solat10n has never ceased to surround thelr cultural llf‘e°

Eric Harber suggests three inter-related causes for this cultural

\

P
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. isolation:

The first cause was the continuved rejection
of the challenge of Africa. On arrival in
South Africa, the English-speaking European
has generally found his tools for measuring,
defining, and penetrating his new country
unsuitable, and he has not bothered to
devise the right ones. Secondly, he has
made do with the curious combination of
positivism and subjective romanticism which
‘was available for so long at British edu-
cational institutions, and, though now
devoid of any intelligible content, was
still able to hold most South African minds
in its clutches. The third cause, related
to the others and aggravated by their
bigotry and pusillanimity was racialism.
"It was based on the fear of extinction that
a civilization which considers itself sup-
erior feels for one that it believes to be
inferior ... The combined effect of these
attitudes made Bnyiish-speaking South
Africans reluctant to assimilate what was
there around them, and it made thei: sparing
in their absorption of their own acknow-
ledged BEuropean heritage ... It caused them o
to be concerned with 'states of mind' and
'moral consciousness'! rather than achieve-
ments or events, with *values* rather than
virtues.: It created, to borrow a phrase
used with approval in a sligntly different,
but not unrelated, countext by Professor
Anthony Woodward, a 'state of suspended
animation' in the minds of those who were
awvare of the rmultiple choices before *them,
but availed themselves oOf none. 9

- The isolafioh of the English has been aggravated by thé_fact that. ™

~ they haVe never really been forced by historical‘events to abandon
thelr class p051t10n and their ideology; tney have been‘able to
contlnue living almost undlsturbed within the stockade of a genteeli"

impoverished colonial culture. Even if today thelra'cultural'»

position is commonly perCeiVed as an embattled one, the English,

in the words.of Lawrence Schlemmer, "have not had their material

privilegé and.relatively,affluent'lifeﬂstyle threatened‘in the

least. Theirs has been aacomfortable political suffocation."1©
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nAbove'all; it is precisely the fact-that whitevEnglish South Africa
has'neither of its own volition nor through external ferce had to
abandon its class position as a colonizer bourgeoisie and all the
‘velues.which are cdnsequenf upon it’whieh is the source of the'

- most crucial contradiction in their_culture. For being.insulated‘
from South Africa By their’British heritage, enjoying all the
freedoms conéequent upon 1e1r long- standing class position, the
ideology of this group, and espec1a11y of its 1ntellectuals, stands :f
in total contradiction to the semi-totalitarian complex1on of o
south Africa as a whele.' And this has elwaye been the case.

As hes already been briefly mentioned, 1 rhe essence of this contra-.
'diction is that whilst this liberal English 1deology is a direct

' expression of the'class'pGEition of the Englishvand is adequate to
the lived reality of:their position and the number of relativeM.
’freedoms they automatically inhefitrby virtue of inhabiting it,
Athafbwhilst it is an ideology which is qulte viable within the
'enlslanded bourgeois realm of whlte English south Africa, and 1s‘

"also quite appropriate to the internal structure and nature oE their

. culture, it is in fact an 1deology which 1s totally inappropriate
and mystifying when it is brought to bear on anvthlng out51de their
own4insulated and isolated enclave in South Africa. By being part
’of the white rullng klngdon and yet remaining hemmed 1n by their
Brltlsh cultural heritage, white Engllsh South Africa has been aBTé“
to‘preserve the 111u51on of the efficacy of an idealogy whi.ch has‘
~ne viability in this country and which, moreover, has never "¢. ///
afforded many possibilities at any time for a true understanding of

’ itov

The illusion of Free choice, of that possibility of choice and
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refusal which is the essence of freedom, and the myth of individual-
"iEy which has been.perpetuated SO sucCeésfully_and for so long by
the illusory freedoms offered by the bourgeois nature of white
English South Africa and enshrined in its 1ibera1'ideoiogy, has
given rise to the most acute form of schizophrenia which is to be |
observed in white English South African literature: .the disjuncti@n_!
between an 1deology and an hlStOTlCal reality. Thé cpnflict whi.ch <
this dlSJunctlon generates is to be seen particularly clearly in: )
'a-general thematic pattern which frequently'appéars in this
literature; a character imbued with the liberal ideals of the
novelist himself (or héfself) attémpts in some way to realize these
in the South African context, vet is invariably Fforced to realize
that the liberal ideology with all its assﬁmptions'as to the
primacy of the individﬁalhand hié or her‘free deve1opmént is
impotent in this context. An irreconcilable conflict is thus 0
established between the dreams of an individual character and the
many forms of determinism which circumscribe the individual'life
in South Africa. This éonfli;t is then arfiétically "dissolved®
by death (tragedy), by renunciation (escapism), or culminates in
é sterile impasse, in an inability to act which ih the end'is

rooted in individualism.

It may be argued that a confllct of this sort is one of the deflniig
.faatures of the novel throughout its history, whether in Euréﬁé?“‘“”'
America, or Africa and thg fact that much English South Afrlcan
fiction is structured around a conflict between a liberal_ _ |

_ individual and an illiberal society says nothing for or againét ite
It may also bé coﬁtehded thatvthe'impotence of the liberal ideclogy

in the historical circumstances of South Africa, both past and

present, does not necessarily imply that something is inherently
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' wrohg with this ideology,'which’might Justify ite-being'morally
condemned.' However, that there are intrinsic 1imitations to this
ideology 1is semething which will be ergued in the following |
chapter. At the moment it is sufficient to add that, considering

‘the failure of the liberal impulse which Olive Schreinert's The

estory;of An Africaﬁ Farm records, it is surprising that the basic
elements of the liberal ideology and the literary forms (particularly:
the traditional realist novel) whichvare the main vehicles for its
»-expre551on should have remalned the prevailing ones in wh:te

| English South African fiction to almost thls very day. It is
-Surprising‘that'sotmany'novelists who have followed Schreiner.in
time, having also done little more than record the failure of the
'1ibera1 ideology in different contexts, .have made no attempt’to‘

~utilize a different ideoldgy\and to develop other 1literary forms

.Hlstorlcal Developments ' , ,dﬁgA‘u v
, _

It would be wrong to assume that varlouq historical developments

‘which might be more appropriate.

have not had a significant effect upon white Engllsh south African
culture and ideology. For the purposes of this thesis, the'most
important .of these occurred:after 1948 with'the Afrikener‘Nationalist'
;v1ctory at the polls and the subsequent entrenchment of ra01sm in o
the policy of Apartheid. For with this event and’ the 1ater M.M -
sundering»of the British connection in 1961, the assassination‘ef
liberalism as a political programme, and with the individual

becoming increasingly constrained by the controls of the South

" African state, the position of the English was perceived as

‘increasingly threatened. In his opening address to "The Conference

of Writers, Publishers, Editors and University Teachers of English®"
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held at the University of the Witwatersrand in 1956, Professor

I.D. MacCrohe remarked of English South Africans:

"Up to the quite’ recent past many of wus had

been able to live a sheltered kind of
existence, culturally and psychologically
speaking. As a result we have hitherto
been able to avoid facing up to the.
realities of South African 1life ...

- We have felt, and been encouraged to feel,
. that somehow or other our privileged status

could continue to be enjoyed, and that we
should never be called upon to change our
ways and attitudes ... All that has changed

~-now and, as a minority group, we are

wandering around in a political wilderness

~largely of our own making ev. Our privi-

leged status, as a minority group, has gone
with the wind, for we are now a mlnorlty
group under pressure. 12

| As a result of thlS sudden sense of be1ng threatened, a host of

“doubts began to be expressed by 11bera1 Engllsh 1ntellectuals llke

Guy Butler concernlng the r8le, the identity, and the Ffuture of

English-speaking South Africa. The followingvstatement by'the

- latter is representatlve of this new sense of ancertatnty and

insecurity:

.Africansvis acute. They,feel a lack of purpose of direction; they

"the predicament of many Engllsh—speaklng South | %

 want to feel they belong; and they are afraid of,belongihg: they

13 o

don't know what to belong to." . , - » :

‘ ThlS i1s a new development« For, however great the cultural ISOlaLlOH

- of the English has been, Denis WOrrall is correct when he asserts,'

From shortly after their arrival in South
Africa until the early fifties, English
South Africans implicitly identified them-
selves with the South African totality.
Culturally, constitutionally, socially,
economically, it was their kind of society
and their social and political values were
tgivens' in the situation. It is this
which explains the extraordinary absence
of self-consciousness which was such a
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marked characteristic of English South
Africa until relatively recently. Questions
about the contribution or role of English
South Africa are post 1953 questions;

Guy Butler's remark in a widely-quoted
‘article he contributed to New Nation in
March 1968 about the need 'to consciously
locate ourselves and strike root' would not
have made sense in 1938. 14

Butler's comment itself not only reglsters the recent end burgeonlng'
" sense of obsolescence that the English began to experlence in a |
] Republlc which was,largely a creation by Afrlkaners For Afrikaners
alone, nor simply;the generalized projection of an upfooted |
intellectual perceiving his own dilemma as the ekperience'of his
" own people (though this is oertainly pert of it), but also the end
of Lh@ era of llberallsm in Sotw.ch Africa;‘vfsr impl’cit in bot} |
Butler's ‘and MacCrone's numerous doubts and exhortatlons in the ,
post—1948 period is the recognition thatvthe era of the individuai
is over, that the English will only have a réle, will only possess
an identity more substantialtthan that wnioh.is based on a number
of personal relationships, if there isva'genyine cormuni ty among

them, a common centre and a common purpose.

" That this is simply impossible with their'ptesent cléss position
and social organization in South Africa is something which Butler
consistently ignores, and hence'the complete inadequacy of the
solutions he proposes for the disintegration he so rlghtly perceiges
and accurately descrlbes. For the white Engllsh—speaklng communi ty |
to become the concerned custodians of the English language in

South Africa (one of Butler's repeated suggestions) cannot possibly
be a solution to‘their pervasive anomie since this is the result

vof historicai‘factors which Butier‘never analyzes, but simply

15

Vdescrlbes. Nor can any attempt to resuscitate their past:

compensate for thelr present de£1c1t for their sense of displace-.
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ment which has come about through their being pushed to the side-

lines ofhistOry.T6 For avpast history cannot be artificially

resurrected; it can only have a meaning if it is the living

possession of a cohesive community of people who possess a definite
conception of their historical rdle. Otherwise, it is little more

‘than sentimental folklore.

" In essence, the uncertainties which have come to, pervade the English

culture and its ideologyAare the result of the relegation of the N\ X
, . . , ; o\
\,

settled convictions of power, security and self-importance which- }
H
!

English as a group to a politically powerless'minority in sSouth

are such a feature of a liberal bourgeoisie, there is some evidence

(partlcularly among 1nte11ectuals and wrlters) that the English
o Oishann fjerotil s A \\

liberal ideology has become more and more existential in character.

'For Existentialism, as has so often been ndéted, is the ideology of

3

- 3 /
the breakdown of liberal bourgecis society and all its securities,17 i

- And although it is impossible to establish whether there has been (.

an ideﬁlogicalvchange in ©nglish South Africa as a whole, over the
last three decades an increasingly existential element hasvemerged \\

and become apparent in white English South African literature.

More and more this literature, whether poetry, fiction, or drama, /

has become one of anomie, alienation, angst, and of bewilderments

about identity. When an ideology starts disintegrating because —  —

it is no longer adequate to an historical reality, then that

"stability of the self which it produces usually starts breaking down

as well; and this process precipitates what is commonly called an

“jdentity crisis". 18

Recent white English South African fiction
gives much evidence of "identity crises"” and often records the

endeavours of lonely, abandoned individuals to define a self through
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choice and action in a world in‘which former values provide no
guidelines. Given the uncertain position of the English and the
fact that their 1liberal ideology has become increasingly inadequate,
it is perhaps not'surpriSing that these quandaries and areas of
 human experience which Existentialism has descrlbed so well should

'have become such conspicuous features in their wrltlng

However, a good many whi te English South Afrlcan authors have.’
,contlnued wrltlng as if the breakdown of 11berallsm has never taken.
place. Agaln,,thls illusion m;ght st;ll be possible for those
iliving withia the insulated island of white Englieh South Africa.

A number of chers, on the other hand, having perceived this break-
down and yet not being able te adopt an ideology‘or idehtify fully
with an alternative ideological tradition, have been reduced to

an ineffectual gesturing‘in the dark ortto a hollowlrhetoric o

directed either towards their own kind or. to the blacks in whose

handsvthey perceive'the future to lie.

That‘ideology‘of liberalism which has been the source of the erucial
eontradiction'in‘white Englishtseuth African writing is also

© defined by a numbervof other problematic featuree. And so, before
‘examining a number of novels, a more specific discussion of the
11m1tat10ns of llberallsm as an 1de010gy and of the relatlon between

- e

this 1deology and the nOVel 1tse1£ is required.
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The Concept of Ideology

The word "ideology" has frequently been used in the preceding

- chapters but its precise sense has not yet been defined. At the‘f

broadest level, *"ideology" refers to those ideas, values, feelings

and beliefs which contribute to a specific world view in terms of

which men perceive their particular historical reality; " There is

invariably a profound connection between a set of ideas, values,
feelings and beliefs; for, as Lionel Trilling has noted,‘"just
as sentiments become ideas, ideas eventually establish themselves

as sentiments."1

Thus, when one speaks, for instance, of the
liberal ideology, one is not simply referring to a political and

economic doctrine and practige, but alse to a whole climate of

Ffeeling and opinion as well. And it is this inextricable mingling

of ideas with feelings, and vice versa, charactéristic of all
ideologies;'that gives to them their greaf influence and effects
their tenacious hold over the minds of peaple. For*Whiist it~may 
be relatively easy to renounce the specificuideas which an
ideology contains, quitefthe reverse is trué.When the effort is

made to abendon the spacific structvres and patterns of feeling

(the characteristic forms of emotional expression, a certain usage

~of‘1anguage)VWhich are an indivisible part of it. It is this very.

meshing of ideas with feelings which gives to an ide@logy:an 

appearance of inner coherence.

In IdeologyAand‘Utopia Karl Mannheim defines ideclogy as follows:

The concept "ideology" reflects the one
. discovery which emerged from political
-conflict, namely, that ruling groups can
in their thinking become so intensively
interest-bound to a situation that they
are simply no longer able to see certain
facts which would undermine thelr sense
of domination. There is implicit in the
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word "1deology" the insight that in certain
situations the collective urnconscious of
certain groups obscures- the real condition
of society both to itself and to others

and thereby stabilizes it. 2

Terry Eagleton, a more recent theorist, in a sense echoes Mannheim's

- central perception when he writes of ideology that it is

‘a relatively coherent set of 'discourses:
of values, representations and beliefs
which, realized in certain material,
apparatuses and related to the structures
of material production, so reflect the
experiential relation of individual sub-
jects to their social conditions as to
guarantee -those misrepresentations of the
‘real' which contribute to the reproduction
of the dominant social relations. 3 :

Implicit in the aboﬁe quotation is the speciflcally Marxist
distinction between the actual 'lived' relation between men and
their world and a theoreticallknowledge of it. As Althusser héé
said: "Ideology‘is the 'lived' relation between men and their |
world, or a reflected form of this unconsc1ous relation ... It is
dlstlngulshed from a science not by its fa151ty, for it can be
‘coherent ‘and logical (for 1nstance, theology), but by the fact .
‘thet thelpracticojeocial predominates in it over the theo;etical."4.
It is from this distinction between theoretical understanding and
'lived"practical experience of historical circumstances, and the
frequent wide dlscrenangy between the twvo, that the notion of
ldeology as 'false consciousness' has arlsen. In-hle‘study -

Marxism and therature (1977), Raymond W1lllams distingﬁishes

betweenvthree common versions of the concept of ideology: firstly,
"a system of beliefs characteristic of a particular class or |
group“j‘ secoﬁoly, "a‘system ofrillusory beliefs -~ false ideae or
false consciousness - which can be contrasted with true.or

scientific knowledge"; and, thirdly, "the general process of the‘

N



oroduction of meanings and ideas."s And in this study I w1ll be
using the word "1deology" in the first two of these three senses;

I w1ll be describing a system of Deliers (in the next section of
this chapter) pecullar to a particular class or group, namely
.bourgeois liberalism, and will_be pointing out the inadequacies

of various of these beliefs and some of their practical-conseQUences_

'bOLh in the South African 1iterature which it 1nforms and 1n

South African politics.

_Howeyer, 1t is 1mportant to.note that an 1deology is not usually
‘totally False; it has to be grounded in some vay in a real under-
standing of the world for it to exist at all, although it usuwally
only’providesva refleotion of partial aspeots of this world and‘

‘thus only allows a partialAunderstanding of it. In this respect

it will be more appr0priate to my pﬁrposes to speak oE_an.'inadequate?_
or 'deficient! consciousness,—.and particularly because all the
writers under discussion here are opposed to that supremely false
consciousness which is reflected in ADartheid and the racist j
VPSS VS MM“-JM ‘

mentality.

‘The particular falsity or inadequacy of an ideology is revealed
through its relationship to history and the contradictions which
. ex1st between the two. As Terry Eagleton has said'~ WStfictly :

soeaking there can be no contradiction within 1deology, since its

-

Punction is precisely to eradicate.it [oontradictiohg. There can
be contradiction only between ideology and what'it~ocCludes-—
history itself_‘."6 ‘Whilst the contradictions between the liberal
~ideology and South African history have been acute, it mast be

" remembered that they have not been as severe as those cteated by |

-the ideology of Apartheid. As XK. Danziger has said:
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The extent to which an intellectual model
~of society is able to generate truthful
propositions depends upon the relatlonshlps
between the interests expressed in this
model and the actual trend of historical

~ development. Where these two factors are
‘as sharply opposed as in the case of the
ideology of apartheid there arises the =
spectre of a totally ‘false consciousness!
whose every cognltlon must necessarlly be
wrong. 7

~ The Ideology ofiLiberaiism

‘The difficulties encountered in attempts at defining'liberAIism

‘have often been noted. ‘The main reason for this difficulty is,

ac james Burnham has roted, that "liberalism is not a complate

system of thought comparable‘to; say, dialectical materialism,

iSpinozism,‘or'Christian philosophy as taught by the Thomist'Wigg‘

of the Roman Catholicvchurcho leerallsm has no single, accepted
and authorltatlve book or person or committee that is recognlzed
as giving the flnal word: no Bible, Pope, nor PreSLduum

Liberalism is lesser, vaguer, harder to pin down".8 Moreover,

liberalism itself has uandergone a significant trancformation cince

its Classical period in the nineteenth century; what began as a

- doctrine which stressed the rights and freedom of the individual

from State interference has increasingly come to recognize and

emphasize the necessary 'rS8le of the State in the creation and

protection of the freedom of the individual. ‘Nevertheleséz‘its

- character can be specified in a number of different ways. First,

as regards its histerical origins:

Liberalism was closely allied with the rise
and later with the defence of the middle-
classes, in a period of growing industrial-
ization ... By and large liberalism, an
approach in existence well before the term
was conceived early in the nineteenth
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century in Spain, emphasized reason instead
of tradition, contract rather than status,
the present and the Ffuture instead of the

- past, the value and rights of the individual
instead of that of existing power-holders,
wpnose claims based on the superiority of
cast or creed it challenged. Basically
liberalism has been an attitude in defiance
of the arbitrary acts of govermment. It
has been anti-authoritarian in its desire
to challenge and limit the strength and
scope of the powers that be. 9

And as the above commentators, Melhuish and Braﬁfted, gd on fd
~say, "The basis of the liberal ideology is a high premiuh on
individual liberty. ‘It served»as a wea?on in the rise of the
middie.classes, of itsﬁétruggle over the claims of feudal

-aristocracy and of absolutismr.19

They discern three‘strands running through the comp lex fabricrof
~this ideology. One bF these, the primary one in classiCVlibefgiismf‘
had a basically political content; it undertook to protect the |
‘individual from arbitrary actions 6f the government and its agencies
- and hence is defined by its emphasisvupon civil equality of all
’beforeAthe law, freedom of expression, fréeddonE assembly and
~association, habgqs corpus,‘trial by jury, strict enforcementAof
legal procedure, security of property, demogracy, andkso én; It

is specific features like these which Form the political meaning

and content of liberalism.

U

However, the above writers point out that later 1iberalism deéeldped
a'broader‘concept‘of the individual and began to attach much more
significance to the individual per se:

In line with a trend of thoughtfg¢ing'baék,

to the days of the Renaissance it wviewed

the individual as potentially unique and
spontaneous. The individual had to be.
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‘rescued not only from the arbitrariness of
power-holders but also from the tyramny of
the majority, which in the modern demo-
cracy claimed increasingly that its
‘standards and mores were binding for every-
one. Individualism as a 'thabit of mind:,

as the right of the individual to follow
his own preferences and tastes within the
limits imposed by the law instead of having
them dictated by the conventions of society,
became an additional strand in the liberal

~attitude. 11 ‘ '

In essence, it can be seen that the politiéal dogtrinés and
practises (some of which have been noted abdve) which liberalism
éonsiders valuable and désirable, are an extenéion of fhe
historically ﬁnprecedeﬁted value which it places on the'individual;
the political cohtent of liberalism is a logical'éonsequehce of
what 1t regards as desirable for the individual. ‘And it is the

emphaSis on the latter which-is, pernhaps, the most remarkable

feature of liberalismvas a whole.

This emphasis is also of great significance for this study, and
pafticularly as it appears in the third strand which Melhuish and
sramsted discern in liberalism. Because of its importance, it

requires extensive quotation. They write:

If it [liberalism| also claimed freedom of
the individual from the tutelage of the
State and from the pressure of public
opinion, it wanted to make use of this
freedom for advancing towards an ideal,
for a norm of individualism. Though it

is true, the cult of the many-sided ‘
personality, of the appreciation of the
individuality as a work of art did not
begin with Wilhelm von Humboldt and the
younger Mill, only they gave it that
modern note and consideration which one
can describe as 'qualitative liberalism®
or aesthetic individualism ... When
Humboldt gave his reasons for confining
the activities of the State to a minirmuam,
he was under the spell of the idea of
Bildung, of the perfectibility of man. It -
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vas an image of man far removed from that. .
of Bentham's felicific calculus ... The
great object of human endeavour was 'the
individuality of power and development?
which could only be achieved with the help
of two prerequisites, 'freedom and variety
of situation'!. Together they can bring
~about 'individual vigour and manifold
diversity', in other words ‘originality’.
In the perspective of this civilized
individualism making for harmony and sense -
of proportion the danger signals were one-
sidedness, disproportion, unthinking con-
- Formity and lack of originality. Wwhat
‘mattered was self-realization. This kind
of liberalism was not functional but
normative. If Humboldt had a social
concept it was that of an ensemble of.
highly individualistic beings, each of
them eager to develop his potential to a
maximum degree. 12 -

The inportance of tkis quotation is twofcld. Tor not only is the
wliberal® novel in gencral concerned above all with the development

of maesthetic individualism® (originality, spontaneity, integrity)

in its partlcular characters, but also the endeavour to achieve

-"self—reallzatlon" (along with the é11t1sm and other contradlctlons

that go with it) is absolutely centrai to & uover llke

Ollve schreiner's The Story of An African Farm ‘as well as to many

others wnich follow it in time; and this centrality of a primary

focus on “"self-realization® is a maJor index to the fact that the

11bera1 1deology is the informing one 1n -a partlcular work.

. Moreover, in 11terature, it is thlq third strand of "aesthetnc
- individualism" which is often far more promlnent than the_ba}d

- doctrines of political liberalism - though elements of the latter

‘are clearly to be seen in Alan Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country

-as well.

If liberalisnm, then,'ascribes.an historically unprecedented value
to the individual and to those political doctrines and practises

which will ensure his or her freedom, this is merely its surface

=
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content, ascit Were.\ Its actual ideological aspects, its "latent"
contents, are most clearly revealed in its varlous ‘beliefs, Ealths,
and in its 1mage.o£ man. There are a number of these which, when

unearthed and laid bare, are open to serious question.

Melhuish and Bramsted vrite that "in spite of the variations in the )
three main strands of 1ibera1ism,‘the features nhicn classic
liberals from‘Locke to John Stuart Mill had‘in,cgmnontshould not

be overlooked. Rooted largely in the outlook of the Enlightenment
 there was a constant empha31s of man's fundamental ratlonallty and

13. leerallsm, having its or1g1ns in a so-called

,reasonableness".
lage of reason; is a ratlonallst 1deologym It i1s, as James Burnham
'maintains; "confident thatireason and rational science, without
- appeal. to revelation, faith, custom or intuition, can both compre=
‘_hend the world and solve its problems” 4 ‘ﬂnd From this belieg—in |
reason, along w1th the advance of sclence and the new self-confidence
of the dlllgent bourgeoisie in nineteenth century Western Europe,
stemmed a belief in progress, in an advanc1ng c1v1llzat10nn '
) -~
U"leerallsm believes man's nature to be not Fixed but changlng,
Awlth an unlimitedwor:at‘any ratevindefinitely large potential for
positive (good, favourable, progressive) development, This‘may_
be contrasted with the traditionalfbelief, expressed in the
theolog1ca1 doctrines of Original Sin and the real ex1stence of ‘the
Dev1l that human nature had a permanent uncnanging essence——andf“"“
that man is partly corrupt as well as llmlted in his potentjal" 15
Following From thls,,llberallsm believes that the maln obstacles
to hwman advancement and betterment are extrinsic or external -
Asuch as 1gnorance, or Dad soc1al conditions ~ rather than being

1ntr1n51c to man's nature.
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In sum, it views man as a éiéature defined and motivated by an.
inherent rationality andvby those social Characteristics of
scepticism, toleration and reasonableness which stem from it.16

. But 1ibera1 humanists (and 1iberélism itself) can be criticized
for entertaining an over—optimisfic estimate of the power of human
reason in its struggle with unreason. For, as Burnham goes on to

maintain:

It is not merely the record of history that
speaks in unmistakable refutation of the.
liberal doctrine of man.- Ironically enough -
ironically, because it is liberalism that

has maintained so exaggerated a faith in
science - almost all modern scientific

studies of man's nature unite in giving
evidence against the liberal view of man as

a treature motivated, ounce lgmoirence iy
dispelled, by the rational search for peace,
freedom and plenty. Every modern school of
biology and psychology and most schools of
sociology and anthropology conclude that S
men are driven chiefly by profound anti- v :
rational sentiments and impulses, whose
character and very existence are not
ordinarily understood by conscious reason.
Many of these desires are aggressive, dis-
ruptive, and injurious to others and to
society ... And these negative impulses

(if they are to be designated so) are no

less integral to the human psyche than those
- positive impulses pointing towards the

liberal ideas. 17

Furthermore, as a Consequencé of its rationalism, liberaliém‘cannot
come to terms with force or powefg The veryﬁfoundationrof.fhis
ideology, its rationalism, demands that the liberal utilize peace-
ful mefhods of rational discussion, education, example and qompro; 
mise to resolverany conflicts; and Because of it, too, he cannot

" become reconciled, either morally or intellectually, to force.

The Secular Nature of Liberalism

The ideology of liberalism, like the bourgeois class whose creation
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and possessidn'it largely is, is undoubtedly the most radically

secularist ideology that has ever  appeared:

Bourgeois society is without doubt the most
prosaic of all possible societies. It is
prosaic in the literal sense. The novel
written in prose, dealing with the (only
somewhat) extraordinary adventures of
ordinary people, is its original and
characteristic art form, replacing the
epic poem, the lyric poem, the poetic drama,
the rellglous hymn. These latter were
appropriate to societies formally and
officially committed to transcendent 1deals
of excellence - ideals that could be \
realized only by those few of exceptional
nobility of character - or to transcendent
visions of. the universe wherein human exis-
tence on earth is accorded only a prov151ona1
significance. But bourgeois society is
uninterested in such transcendence, which at
Sest it tolerates as a private affair, 2
matter For individual taste and individual
consumption as it were. Tt is prosaic,

" not only in’'form, but in essence. It is
a society organized for the convenience .
and comfort of common men and common women,

""not for the production of heroic, memorable
figqures. It is a society 1nterested in
making the best of this world, not in any
kind of transflguratlon, whether through
tragedy or piety. 18

It follows from thlS, from its "domestlc concentlon of the universe

tand of man' s place therein", that the Iiberal 1deology is not

concerned with heights and depths, with the so-called dark side of
life, with tragedy or transcendence. It has in its blood little
ofvthat dark infusion that Flows from the nineteenth century's

irrational springs; Ffrom Kierkegaard to Dostoyevsk& and - -

Friedrich Nietzche. The moderate, secular nature of its idea of

hthe good 1ife is epitomized in a passage by John Stuart Mill:

The happiness which they meant was not a
"1ife of rapture, but moments of such, in
an existence made up of few and transitory
pains, many and wvarious pleasures, with a
- decided predominance of the active over
the passive, and having as the foundation
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of the whole, not to expect more from 1life

than it is capable of bestowing. A 1ife

thus composed, to those who have been !

fortunate enough to obtain it, has always

appeared worthy of the name of happiness.

And such an existence is even now the lot

of many, during some considerable portion

of their lives. The present wretched

education, the wretched social arrangements,

.are the only real hindrance to its being

attainable by almost all. 19
Liberalism represents a kind of "middle path"” between all extremes,:

- " . N - ° )

and the major area of its conflicts is not between forces of "good"
and "evil", "darkness" and "light", but is most often to be Ffound
in the area of social morality. Because of its radically secular
nature, and its avoidance of the "irrational®, the liberal ideology
1s largely impervious to psychology and particulariy cto cthe depth
psychologies of thinkers like Freud with their explorations of the A
unconscious and the irrational. Because its province is largely
that of society and its concerns that of the improvement of social

relationships, its primary focus is on "manners" and social

morality rather than on psychology.

It is this focus, and, indeed, its inability (by its very nature)

‘to focus on ‘the "dark", irrational aspects of life, that gives the

11 beral ideology.its facile appearan¢e; In The Mass Psychoibquof
Fascism, Wilhelm Reich, after arguing that there exist.in man

three different layers of biophysical structure - a~supéffic;§;_gggm
in which the average individual is "reétrained, pélite, compéssioﬁa
ate énd conscienfioué", an intermediate consisting of *“cruel,
sadistic, lascivious, predatory and envious impulsesﬁ and a "deepest
 5101ogica1‘core" in which man is "an honest, industridus, éo;
operative animél cépable of love and also of ratioﬁal hatred" -

draws the following political conclusions:



The liberal ideology it shallow in the sense that it is the ideology

selves from such notions as Fate and Tragedy - notions whlch reflec
both the experienced maleyolence of the,unlverse and the upheavals
of history.
and wvho are optimistic because of that security.
this that there is neither a pressing nor ostensible need for this

class to be concerned with the "dark" side of of
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In contradistinction with 1i beralism,
which represents the superf1c1a1
cnaracter layer, and to denuine revolution,
which represents the deepest layer,
fascism represents the second character
layer, that of the secondary impulses ...
in the ethical and social ideals of
liberalism we recognize the advocacy of
the characteristics of the surface layer
of character, which is intent upon self-
control and tolerance. This liberalism
lays stress upon its ethics for the

.purpose of holding in suporession the

"monster in man", our layer of "secondary
drives", the Freudlan "unconscious",
The natural sociability of the deepest

- third layer, the core layer is foreign

to the liberal. He deplores the perversion
of the human character and seeks to over-
come it by means of ethical norms, but the
social catastrophes of the twentieth
century show that he did not get very far
with this approach. 20

o

It is the ideology of those who are materially secure

life ~ until,

of a class of people who have, at. least apparently, exempted them—

It is because of

course, it breaks»through their shallow securities and beliefs

whether in the form of the irruption of the repressed unconscious

in an individual's psychology or in the form of an historical.

eruption.

>
{

/

It will'be seen that much English South African literature by membetns -

oE the middle-class is contlnually being faced w1th this dilemma:

fragile veneer of the liberal ideology of both author and-hls or

. the dark 31de of thlngs is for ever breaking through the thln

her characters, and the rationalism and optimism which is so central

Y
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to this ideology is for ever being called into question‘énd made

to seem pitifully inadequate berarious‘irrational‘forces. This

—

1is especially apparent in Schreinerts The Story of An African Farm,

Plomer's’Turbott WOlfe (as well as in several of his short stories.

such as "A Child of Queen Vlctorla") and in the work of other

writers who will be dealt w1th in this study. The very Eact that

these Fforces are~continua11y subverting the beliefs of . the iiberai

»1deology is a very real 1nd1cat10n of its: poverty, of its 1nadequate"

view of man. As Burnham says of 11bera113m, in a scathlng passages:

There is no tragic dimension in its picture
of the good life. Men become willing to
endure, - sacrifice and die for God, family,
king, honor, country, from a sense of
absolute duty or an exalted vision of the
meaning of history ... And it is precisely
these ideals (and institutions) that
liberalism has criticized, attacked and in
part overthrown as superstitious, archaic,
reactionary and irrational. 1In their place
liberalism proposes a set of pale and
bloodless abstractions - pale-and bloodless
for the very reason that they have no roots
in the past, in deep feeling and in
suffering. Except for mercenaries, saints
and neurotics, no one is willing to
sacrifice and die for progressive education,
medicare, hwmanitv in the abstract, the

. United Nations and a ten per cent rise 1n :
Social Securlty payments. 21.

“And although Burnham slightly misses the point in not recognizing

(again, at least apparently) escaped from history and its depreda-

clearly enough that liberalism is the ideslogy of a class which has

tions, and therefore has no need of a "tragic dimension" since it

would  seem to be just this from wnich it has finally escaped and
from which, moreover, it has always been attempting to escape, a
very great contrediction 0ccurs,when the liberal 1is confronted by
the “tragic" in whatever form. There being no tragic element in
his ideology, he cannot come to terms with this inescapable aspectA

of 1life when it appears, as it must, time and again. This



75

contradiction becomes particularly glaring 'in a country like
South Africa'whose tragic historyAreflects anything but the
liberal world-view and its image of man. In Alan Paton'’s Cry,

the BelovedVCouhtny, for‘instance;'the'dilemma caused by this

.'contradiction is all too evident. On fhe one hand, the novel is
inforMed, if notk"ahimated", by the classic and traditional |
liberal vis;on, and yet, on the ether, the suffering‘and‘Qesolatibn
whick brims over vithin its narrative makes the,}iberal ideolegy
per se untenable;/eand, henee, the novel becomes’a kind of latter~
day religious trégedy reple;e with’trahscehdence'ih’order to cope
with that irreducible’eﬁffering Which~so-radiCally subverts

(though Paton does not realize this) his liberal vision. And a

similar contradiction is at work in The Story of An African Farm.

Liberal Guilt o |
Another manifestation of this contradiefion which resulfs from’the'
inadequate view of man confained'in'the ;ibefal ideology, is the
rmuch-menticned guilt of‘the liberal. 'Usuallf this quilt is
eekplained'by the-factvthat the liberal feels consciencemsfricken

by the discrepancy between his middle—clase prosperity and éecurity“
"and‘the poverty and suffering of others whovde not enjoy the |
comforfs which are coheeqﬁent upon his clase position. Yet’aﬁ the

T S S W ——

" same time it is also arguable that this quilt is a product of the
Contradiction betﬁeen the optimistic, ratiomalistic woridmvieﬁbof
theAliberal ideology and those ideologies (whether articulated or
not) wvhich are implicit in the condition of the oppressed.' The .

liberal vaguely feels that there is something inauthentic about

‘his ideology as a result; hence his guilt.
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,There is an additional reason for this gﬁilt. It has already been
mentioned that liberalism equals a faith in "intelligence", or |
reason. For the liberal, freedom is synonymous with the ability

to choose, and to act on the basis of a freely and cbnsciouslyn
made choice. And yet the dilemma of the liberal humanist is to
understand too much to be able to act. He'realizes that good and
evil mix in the consequences of almost all action;} he also
realizes‘thatAa'good deal of his actions ha&exthgir genesis in a’
‘desire to relieve himself from the burden of hiskguiit. As ”+
Burnham says: "The‘real>ahd motivating problem for the liberals. -\'

/

1is not to cure.thevpovérty or injustice or what not in the L“)

objective world but to appease the guilt ih their‘own breastsw,22 iﬁ
Because of this, of his Seﬂsitive'perception éf the impure mofives
‘for most 65 his actions, énd (from his usually "unehgaged".‘r
vantage-point) his abiiitykto see all sides of the problem,'hém'
often enough ends up by not acting at all.: And it is this Failure
tQ act, to participate, that is thetmain»cause for his corrosivé
'senée of guilt. It is the liberal, in facf:”who 1s characteristic= -«
,’ally in the classic exiétentialist positi6h 6f having the freedom ;
,tokchoose among many possibilities énd who, confouﬁded‘bykthe very
multiplicity of possibilities (al1 of which have some drawback),

avails himself of none. Tne liberal is often representative of -

someone in whom there exists a very widélgap between thought and

action. 1In the existentialist sense, this is inauthenticitgfbr -

bad faith.

The significance of the'phenomenon of guilt cannot be over-estimated
in any discussion of liberal literature, and particularly in the
liberal literature of white English South Africa. As will be seen,'/

the inability to act because of an awvareness of many sides to a
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specific issue, and the guilt which is the ultimate consequence of

this Failure, is absolutely central to works like Dan Jacobson's

A Dance In the sun and Nadine Gordimer's The Late Bourgeois World.

Jack Cope has suggested that

Guilt felt by the Engllsh-speaklng liberal
writer in terms of the South African scene
arises from intense and probably unrealized
anxieties. We wronged the Boer-aAfrikaner
and therefore we deserve to be punished.
At the same time we affront his language
and denigrate his cultural status and
justify our own loss of dignity as a nerve-
less minority. Towards the black man the
liberal guilt is an expression of a deeper
complex of anxieties - fear of darkness
equated with sin; fear of the defeat of our
‘sexuval potency implied in our surrender as
a politically impotent group; fear of death
and destruction a¢s the punishment earned by
our own injustices and those of our forbears
towards the black and zoloured races. More
particularly, the continued enjoymeant of
easé and privilege based on a moral injustice
- throw burning coals on the conscience.
Dissociation is impossible except in momentary
acts of expiation or in physical Fflight.
tCrossing the colour line' socially, sexually,
in sport, in art; acts of political defiance -
courageous because they may earn punishment
and suffering - these are parts of the con-
fused pattern. 23 B

Furthermore, the liberal individual striving valiantly in the harsh
south African climate can be seen as 2 kind of scapegoat, or at
least a way of projecting the author's guilt at being white and

informing the black that all whites are not necessarily so evil.

In general, the comment by an anonymous reviewer in The_Timgs

Literary Supplement that "the mixture of paternalism, guilt,

"sentimentality and evasiveness that has until recently characterized

much liberal thinking, and in particular the fundamental desire to

vork for rather than to work with Africans, is evident in many

novels and short stories; and the essential aloofness from the
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actual political struggle, particularly the african struggle,
prevents liberal literature from being genuinely committed" is an

apt description of this literature and of some of its shortcomings.24

‘Tolerance

As a result of the radically secular‘nature,of‘thé 1iberai ideoldéy_v
and ité relétiVﬁstuthéory‘of truth (i;e. itsAbelief'that'there is
'ﬁoﬁabsbluté frufh,'or that, if there is, it cannot be known -
1iberalism, from one pqint of view, can be seen as a critique of
31& absolute vaiues),-and aiso as a result of_its faith in reason,
an impcrtant parv ¢ the litaral ideolagy is5ifs atuiphasis On 
toleration. If nothin¢ absolute can be known - whethervGod, or
History - nothing can be absolutely.deniéd or absolutely af‘firmed°

Toleration itself can be seen as a reflection of this belief

(stemming from "reason") and transposed onfo,a social level vwhere
it becomes the specifically social virtue of "reasconableness" or

"tolerance?.

The concept and‘practise of toleration is a two-bladed sword. On
‘the one hand its importance is well recognized in a statement such
as the following by the liberal theolegian, Reinhold Niebuhrs:

Toleration of persons who are different in CoTTT
kind requires an awareness of the simi- '
larities and identities above and beneath

the differences; it requires an avareness.

of a common humanity, for instance, under-

neath ethnic distinction. It is therefore

a spiritual achievement of great moment.
Toleration of people who differ in convic-

tions and habits requires a residual aware-

ness of the complexity of truth and the
possibility of opposing views having some

light on one or the other side of a many-

sided truth. 25
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" This is‘an eminently liberal etatement,in‘its implicit assumption
of the relativity of truth, of itsd"many—sidedness", and its
belief in a kind of universal ﬁcommon humani ty" underlying all the
mani fest and latent differences between De0p1e and peoples, races
and classes. And it ought to be mentloned that toleratlon, whatever
'itsuimportance in human relatlonsnlps, is an 1ndlspensable feature
"of all tho great liberal novels, and, 1ndeed unav01dab1/ s0,
since the novel form itself is a reflectlon or mutation of - llberal
.1deology.vaot»on1y is toleratlon an essential part of the
imaginative process (it is largely through the empathy which .
. toleration presupposeéfthat the author is able to create characters
and fictional worlds independent of his own'personaltreality), butA
it is also indispensable to the novel itself since it is a form
'.which does not recognize any absolutesdwhich assert a dogmatic‘
truth over-riding all others, At the very basis of the 1ibera£i'e‘
Videology is a concern for the freedom of -the individual.. But for
liberalism to attempt’to;give an absolute and dogmatic meaning to
this "freedom® would»be to subvert the ver§ Preedom which it
‘advocates. That which it demands must nemain relative and‘exieten-
':tlal if it is tqmsurv1ve as a meaningful conceDt at all.
‘ However; it isithis very tolerationtthat‘is the cause of muchvof‘

the weakness of the liberal ideology. Liberalism has never

| adhered to one definite creed and thereby become'a degma;'”ifLEE;'””
best underétood as an "attitudern, avkind of framework which in |
itself-containe little which can be an object of absolute belief
andtpassionate devdtion or conviction. Moreover, this framework
has resulted in an attitude ef mind, a focus, which has been
“definitely pragmatic, seeular and empirical. Uniike Cnristianity

or Marxism,' for instance, it harbours no. transcendental, meta-
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physical faith or historical certainties - beliefs without which
it would seem that any 'long-range' programme is condemned to
retain little hold over the imaginations of men. Lacking this, it
is also inevitable that liberalism should lack or forfeit the
compelling powver and conviction that comes from a single, monist
vision of the world énd history, and which,‘however destructivélyr
in the last instance, gives an attra&tive stfength and-powér ta
‘an,idebiogyi Libefalismfsvnecessary rejection of any of the
straight and narrov ways of Marxist or Christian thinking (to use
the same examples) has, on the dne hand,been ohe of its self—v‘

‘proclaimed. virtues.

On the other, agaihst'the‘essentially liberal notion of tolerance,

it is sufficient to place this statement made by Thomas Mann:

Humanity will no longer mean a tolerance
that endures everything -~ even. the
determination to destroy humanity. Face
to Face with Fanaticism incarnate, a
freedom which through sheer goodness and
human scepticism no longer believes in
“itself will be irrevocably lost. It is
not the sort of humanity which is weak and
patient to the point of self-doubt that
freedom needs today. Such an attitude
makes freedom look pathetic and contemp-
tible in the face of a power-concept
wvhich is not in the least sicklied o'er
with the pale cast of thought. 26

e

- For thevfact remains that liberalism frequently cannot embrace
power or force without subverting that'freedom'aﬁa toleration . -
which is its doctrinal essernce, :It“frequently‘has to cease being‘
1iberaiism in order to protect freedom. And it has never been
able either to resolve 6rkto reconcile itself to this péradox,w
instead, it has been Stalemated, and those individuals.whd have

remained its adherents have become more and more isolated - which

is the same as saying, less and less powerful. Thus, just as it
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is characteristic of the liberal_ideology,thatuit'cah face neithef
evil nor violence wi thout responding in such a wvay as to make |
manifest its inadequacy in dealing-With them, so it haé to. back

down and-admitvdefeat when it is faced by extremism of any sort.

It only retains any strength in a éontest which is kept on the same
level as 1its own sﬁperficial rationality. Giveh’the above weaknesses
in its position, weaknesses which only become more glaring-iﬂ.é"'

situation like-South. Africa, the practical outcome of the liberal

‘ideology for those who continue to subscribe to it would seem to

be anomie. In this context the liberal becomes the itinerant
voyeur, a passing spectator rather than a participant. He becomes
an eaVesdropper; an artist. And if at the beginning of this

section it was maintained that liberalism equalled a "faith in

" reason™, it has in practise come to equal something very different.

For as this century has advanced, humanitarian liberalism

has seemed pale and ineffective to many
people. Groups who regarded themselves
as underprivileged expected little from
the mild zeal of liberal reformers and
~ much more from radical socialist and
communist methods. After 1918 it was not
liberal individualism but the belief in
~a collective - whether class or nation -
which seemed to carry the day ... . The
emphasis was now on integration, not on
freedom, on the collective not on human
rights, on the claims of nation and class .
and not on those of the individual. . Many
young people regarded liberalism as a o
- thing of the past. 3y the middle of the .
century Gilbert Murray admitted resignedly T T
that liberalism had "become largely a ,
fruitless longing in the hearts of specially
conscientious or thoughtful people for
something lost or unattainable." 27

In practise it has come to equal isolation and loneliness.
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Philosophical Prob;eme,

There are very definite philosophical reasons in liberalism itself

for thisv"loneliness";~ it is not merely the result of the

 insufficient view of human nature which is contained in the 1iberal

ideology and the Pact'that‘"the doctrines of 1iberalish kformed iﬁ‘

an age of reason, were [}n the twentleth centuf:] reCelved in an

age of 1rratlona115m" 28 If llberallsn eauals lonellness, or

contrlbutes to it because of its insufficient view of man, and if"

it is a source and cause of loneliness because w1th the advance of

ta1s century more and more erphasis has come to be placed upon

29

the collective rather than the individual, and the latter has

vconsequently been isolated by his values whlch no longer enjoy the

Davour of many people and are no 1onqer aoproorlate to many of the
social and historical condltlonsVoP the twentieth century, then.
there is a furthef-specifically philosophical reason for the

"loneliness" of liberalism and the isolatioh of the liberal.

By
[

A common image‘of the liberal bourgeoisie is fhat,of a man alone

with his "ruclear” Pamilf in his nwn private cestle which is his

home and separated_by this from other members of his ciass who are
in a precisely similar position. This image of mutual isolafions

is only a practical social instance of individuelism; De Tocqueville

in his Democracy in America described-individualism as "a mature

"and calm feeling, which disposes each member"of the communitjffo

sever himself from the mass of his fellow-creatures; and to draw

‘apart with his family and his friends; so that, after he has thus

formed a little circle of his own, he willingly leaves society at

30

large to itself",”- ~And he went on to say that "not only does

- democracy make every man forget his ancestors, but it hides his

descendants and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws
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him back forever upon himsélf alone ahd threatens iﬁ»tﬁe end to
confine him entirely within the solitude of his bwn heart".B1
‘Individualism, which he deplored as anfaspect of the individuai's
will to isolation and selfishness, and which he so accurately
describes, is merely a practical consequence of the philosophy of
1iberalism itself, which,‘baséd on\the motive of self-interest

alone, forfeits the possibility of fealizing trans-ihdi&idﬁalfvalﬁes.

As Robert Paul Wolff argues:

liberalism views man as a ratlonally cal-~
culatlng maximizer of pleasure and
minimizer.of pain. The term 'good*, says
~Bentham, means 'pleasant', and the term
'bad' means 'painful'. In all our actions,
we seek the first and avoid the second.
kationality thus reduces to a caiczulacing
prudence; 1its highest point is reached
when we d?:liberately shun the present
pleasure for fear of future pain. It is of
course a commonplace that this bookkeeping -
attitude towards sensation is the direct
reflection of the bourgeois merchant's
attitude towards profit and loss. Equally
important, however, is the implication of
the theory for the relations between one
man and another. If the simple psycho-
logical egoism of liberal theory is correct,
then each individual must view others as
mere instruments in the pursuit of his
private ends. As 1 formulate my desire and
weigh the most prudent means for satisfying .
them, I discover that the actions of other
persons, bent upon similar lonely quests,
may affect the outcome of my enterprise. In
some cases, they threaten me; 1in others,
the possibility exists of a mutually bene-
ficial cooperation. I adjust my plans

L accordingly, perhaps-even entering into
quite intricate and enduring alliances with
other individuals. But always I seek my -
own pleasure (or happiness - the shift from
one to the other is not of very great
significance in liberal theory, although
Mill makes much of it). For me, other
persons are obstacles to be overcome or
‘resources to be exploited - always means,
that is to say, and never ends in themselves.
To speak fancifully, it is as though soc1ety
were an enclosed space in which float a.
number of spherical balloons filled with an
expanding gas. Each balloon increases in.
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‘slze until its surface meets the surface .

- of the other balloons; then it stops
grow1ng and adjusts to its surroundings.
Justice in such 2 society could only mean

- the protection of each balloon's interior
(Mill's private sphere) and the equal
apportionment of space to all. What took
place within an individual would. be no
business of the others.

" In the more sophisticated versions of
liberal philosophy, the crude picture of
‘man as a pleasure maximizer is softened
somewhat ... Nevertheless, society contin-
ues to be viewed as a system of 1ndependent
centers of consciousness, each pursuing its
own gratification and confronting the others
-as beings standing-over-against the self,

« ; which is to say, as objects. The,condition

N ‘ of the individuwal in such a state of affairs
is what a different tradition of social
philosophy would call "alienation®". 32

If the basis of’society is seen to rest on free-floating individuals
' metivated’by a high degreefbflpsychological hedonism, thenlthe'
basis of society's values‘rests on individual ones to the negleet
‘of the wider community. In terms of its system of morality;
liberalism relies on a general public gqod‘accruiug'from the actions
of individuals: by some mysterious hidden hand, *public good" is
assumed:to emerge from "private vices"; As WOlff has argued,
,1iberalism is unable to make the jump, short of radieal'revlsion,
From the notion of private value to one of comﬁunity. Utilitarian-
ism, he argues, in its- concern for the greatest haDplness for the :

greatest number, rests only on prlvate values and a development oE

‘lloerallsm towards the dlrectlon of 1nterpersona1 values is the

only Way of resolv1ng this problem and developlng a llberal

morality that recognlzes the existence of a wider communlty.33

By treating the individual as the "axiom" and society as the
"derivative"34 rather than'(as was formerly the custom) vice versa,

liberalism is tempted either to ignore or to under-value the
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-inhefently social nature of human activity. And whilst it did
initially,serve the valueble function of liberatihg the individual
from many forms of governmental 6ppression, i1ts undue emphasis on
the freedom of the individual led it to both postulate an absolute
division between so-called "private” and "public" spheres of 1life
and to a failure to recognize the enormous.impo:tanCe of the valﬁe‘
Vof communi ty: | |

. - [
Insofar as our enterprises are inherently
social, the public-private, interference-
non-interference model of human relation-
ships breaks down. The central problem
ceases to be the regulation of each person's
infringement on the sphere of other person's
actions, and becomes instead the coordination
of the several actions and the choice of
collective goals. 35

And if, from a Marxist point of view, the liberalism that describes
itself as a pure respect for persons, untainted byvideologY, is
in fact very much an ideology, a mystification or form of words,

which conceals the crude social realltles of exploitation and

\ ~.

economic oppression which underlie it, then, perhaps even more

importantly:

The severest criticisms of liberal society,
both from the left and the right, focus on
the absence of community in even the most
- efficient and affluent liberal capitalist
state. Conservative critics bemocan the loss
of tradition and look back longingly to an , ,
earlier age when men were bound to one” R
another by feelingful ties of lovalty and S
trust; radical critics decry the reduction -
- of all human interactions to the exploitative
~ rationality of the cash nexus, and lock
forward hopefully to a time when work will
“unite men in cooperative production ... To
Burke, Durkheim, to TOnnies, the instrumental
conception of society was impoverished,
" diminished, a revelation of what had already
been lost rather than of what remained to be
won. The free man of liberal society was to
‘them a pitiful creature, alone in a hostile
world, alienated, unchecked in his ceaseless
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acqulsltlveness by the conventions of
society, prone - as Durkheim warned — to

. be driven by egoism and anomie to the
final despair of suicide. 36

As Wolff goes on to say:

The liberal assurance that the burdens of

freedom can easily be borne is contradicted

by the facts of contemporary life, as the
conservative soc1olog13ts SO Clearly per-

ceived. The elimination of superstition,

on which the eighteenth centuryAphllosophes

counted so heavily, and the liberation from

social constraints for which Mill had such

hopes are at best ambiguous accomplishments.

The problem which forces itself upon the

unillusioned supporter of liberal principles :
is to formulate a social philosophy which -
achieves some consistency between the ideals '
of justice and freedom on the one hand and

the facts of social origin and aature of

personality on the other. 37

In fact, liberalism has never managed to recéncile the claimé 6f
individualism on the one hand and the claims of collectivism on

the other. At its extreme, its romantic iééal_of_fréedom is a

form of gi§¢re1ationship‘of the self from other~sei§es, All along
it has been faced with the dilemma of reconciling the ideél of the
ffee self withAthe‘need_to bring this free self into relations with
' éociefy.  | o | |
The recognitioh of the neCessity4ofvthe latter has led to an
inéreased.emphasis 6n State controls, on socialism}A—and4yefm§
,similar.fecognition of the cbnformism and oppreSS£6n which has..
seemed toAcharacterize the latter, has led to an‘ever—grdwing
individualism. This finds ifsvtheoretical expression in the
writings of Existentiaiism, a broad philoSophical'mévement which
' arosé directly out of the breakdown of genuine community among

people and classes. And hence its obsessive concern over the

solitary human being, on Kierkegaard's Single One, bounded by
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everything and nothing. But the dangers of this extreme_individua1~
ism are only too evident (as have been pointed out),‘as are the |
historical.causes Ffor its dramatic appearance. If liberalism has
come to equal loneliness because ofrits inadequate philosophical
base and ignorance of the necessary values of community among men
and women, thén the liberal is'isolated as well because, with his
emphasis on individualism,'he'has no‘power‘to combat the Eorces B
of collective‘massés (in whatever form) which are ranged against
him and are set on undefmininglhis Supreme value. His loneliness
is also his impotencé,'thé.impotenée of themSihgle“Oﬁe'when faced

by the power of the Maﬁy.‘

quhere is this more evident than ih South Africa. The particulaf
loneliness which is_liberdlism finds an almost ubiquitous
expression in the liberal_literature of white English south Afgica
with which this study is ¢oncerned3 In this gebgraphicalrcontext,

" the 1liberal novel is a novel of isolation, anomie, énd-lonelinessav-x
of solitary heroes and héroines-(or anti~héﬁbes)'alienated from
ény authentic community and engaged in éAhopéless endeavour to
~realize themselv§§ in'situations-in which their very isolation )

renders them impotent in the struggle to do that. This can be seen »

'in,the struggles of Lyndall, one of the central characters in The

Stor& of‘Ap AfricanAFafm,_in Plomer"siTurbqft Wo1£e, and in the
noveis-of Alan Paton, Dan jacobsog, and- Nadine Gordiﬁer.‘ Whefever““';,
there is a liberal impulse there is loneliness; every EngliShﬂ “
South African'novel that is informéd by the liberal ideology gives
ample'evidence of this: - the pursuits. of their éharacters

invériébly terminate in an extreme isolation and in,thé death

which is so often the result of it.
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some of the ihherent inadequéciés of the liberal ideology (butlined
in thepréviousychapter)yfind aﬂdefinite‘expression in the fate of‘
pblitical liberalism in South Africa,}_In turn, the ultimate
inability of political liberalism to éolve'or resolve the vefy
great difficulties it has met with in thé(South African context

provides something of an image of the fictional difficulties and

- conundrums found in the liberal novels themselves.1 In 1939

' R.F. Alfred Hoernlé was forced to admit that "a multi-racial-
society offers the greatest obstacles to the liberal spirit, when -

in such a society one race is dominant over the others and

2

determined to maintainffhat dominance at all costs".® And as if

‘ tb underline his pessimism about the~possibi1ities open to the
‘liberal spirit in South Africa, the conclusion to his series of

lecturas was thnat

Like post-War England, in Mr. George Bernard
Shawt's famous play, South Africa, too, is
an example of 'heartbreak house'. It cannot
be otherwise for men of liberal spirit, if
our preceding analysis is correct that the
multi-racial society of the Union is steadily
~developing towards an intensification of
White domination in a racial caste-structure;
and that of the three theoretically possible
escapes into a social, economic, and political’
‘order-more conformable to liberal ideals none
is really practicable - certainly not in the
present temper of dominant White public
opinion, which is hardening under the
influence of doctrines of race and wvolk
imported from Europe to provide a philoso-
phical rationalization for our traditional’
practise of racial discrimination. 3 R

£ -

Hdwever, if this waé'his conclusion; then.some of the actual
probléhs which contributed to the failure of political 1iberali§m
(wvith its commitment to multi-racialism) in'South’Africa, and the
'  £ictionai‘imageko£ these problems in the novéls, remain to be

specified.
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Paternalism

 As Hoernlé himself was concerned to point out, "The greatest moral
- danger in the very heart ofAthevliberal spirit itself is that, in
the relation of the well-meaningvsuperior to stricken inferior, it
is so apt to become paternalism and con’descension".4 And
 Martin Legassick, having outlined the changing emphasis and :
difection intthe philosophy of the missions and in Cape libérélisﬁ
in the latter part~of‘thé ninefeenth century ("ih a direction |
compatibie with seeing Africans as a conquefed pedple who must be
Fairly administered anq:governed,'treated in accordance witﬁ their
"different roles in society indeéﬁ,Abut withitheir develépﬁent
contrclied to préserve'overall white rule - rather‘than as'potential
- participants in the common society") asks rhetorically: "the
 questionvis pefhaps’whéther in the context of South Afriéa‘theggh
. exists a liberalism which is 593 mere bene?blent paternalism",s,
And it is incontestable that a "benevolenfﬁ?aterﬁalism" in politicaﬁ;l
liberalism has been .one of thé major reasons for its failure as a

"political force in South Africa.6

Fér just as it hasfsérved to alienate blacks from'whitevliberalskf -
and prﬁgressively so in timea- it is shown to aliehate~b1ack | |
person from white person in a gdod many'novgisa On the one hand{
the paternalism of}certaiﬂ'writers is largely uhcongcidus, is an

implicit, unquestioned feature of their authorial consciousness. .

This is particularly true of Schreiner's and Paton's attitude to

‘blacks in The Story of An African Farm and Cry, the Beloved Country .
respectively._‘On the other hand, paternalism is often part of the
&ery subject matter of many of thé.writings of Dan JécobSon and |
Nadine-Gordimer. Neﬁertheless, if their work aﬁ the'same time

contains a criticism of it, they can point no way out of the
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humiliating-dilemmas which paternalism entails for the "helper"
and the "helped". For between the powerful (the whites as a rule)

and the powerless (usually the blacks) and in a situation in which

‘the former has to act proxy for the needs and cléims of the latter,

the outcome can only be mutual degradatlon for all the parties
1nvolved The white is shaned by hls p031t10n, the black receives

a shaming handout. 1In general terms, no one has descrlbed the

- dilemmas of paternalism (as well as provided thezobvious'solution
'to it) in a better way than Lewis Nkosi in his essay "Black Power

- Or Souls Of Black Writers":

Against the vastly aggressive thrust of

white Power, which presently menaces black
pspulations arow:d the world, there is no .
antidote - no simple vision of workers of

the world uniting or democracy fulfllllng

its promises. ' The only remed/ is a con-

scious acquisition of power by the non- I
white world, and the readiness to wield

this power as ruthlessly as the white world

has done in the past ... It would seem to

me that only when the black world is power-

ful enough to neutralize the camouflaged

but hideously menacing power of the white

nations of the West will it be possible

- for black and white men with a humanistic,
conciliatory vision to share an identity

of interests across the colour-line. No

such commnity of interests is possible

between the free and the enslaved. Such
relationships are dogged by guilt, by

equivocation, and major problems of communi-
- cation in a world deeply divided by colour.

Until such a time as the black world achieves

this countervailing power, any friendship

between black and white, any compromise or = L A
cooperation, can only be based on the power- - — '
fulness of one and the powerlessness of the
other, 7

Against the guilt, equivocation, and humiliation which paternalism

both presupposes and creates, the liberal can advance no solution -

. except the mutual rejection or alienation between "free" and

renslaved", wnich is, in faét,'precipitated by the discrepancy

between them. A handout giveh by the powerful to the powerless is
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only yet anothervinstance;of that tinkering with symptoms instead
of caﬁses for which liberals have been so frequently condemned.
And because of a concentration on this patchwork (or‘ambulance’
work) rather than working hand'in hand with the powerleSS interder
to:gain power and that equality which would render péternalism no
1onger necessary, it lays them open to the charge of belng agents

of social control rataer than genulne activists.

Minority Tradition and Tsolation

If one traces the history of the liberals in South"africa,' it is o
at once apparent that from the dajs of the LOhdon‘Missionary ‘
Soctety and John Philip,»of Fairbairn, the Cape Parliamentarians
and the'entrenchment of Bfitish kumani tarianism as Cape liberaiism :
to its attempted extension to the rest of South Africa after Uéion
through various persons (Balllnger Brooke ¥ and 1nst1tut10ns
(churches, unlver51t1es, the Joint CounC1ls, the Institute of Race
Relations), liberalism has always been a mlnorlty tradition in |
.‘this ccuntry. It has aiways heen the creed ef a very few peop]e
and, moreover, has never possessed an effective power base.‘

Moral respon51b111ty without power has been the prerogatlve of the
liberal-minded. That this should be one of the reasons for its

demise is obvious. What Hoernlé wrote in 1939 was as true before

that date as it is today:.

The o0ld Cape Liberalism survives only in a

few grand representatives of its departed

glory. The younger generation, as a whole,

tends to regard the term with loathing and ,
contempt. Some - a minority - do soO because

they stand further to the 'left': Liberalism,

to them, is too half-hearted, too cowardly,

too ready to compromise; tinkering with ‘
symptoms instead of advocating revolutionary
cures. The majority interprets Liberalism
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solely as that attitude towards race
relations which is most opposed to the
traditional outlook and policy of South
Africa as formulated and practised by
the Voortrekkers. 8 ‘ ‘

And there is no doubt that this minority had little chance in the
somewhat arid conditions of South Africa, that, in the words of
Denis Worrall, "liberalism ... réally had no more than a passing

chance between the more powerful and dynamic forces of Afrikaner

9

and African nationalism”"”, two mutually hostile nationalisms, both

‘antagonistic towards liberal principles and liberal methods.

© Summing up the failure of liberalism, Nadine Gordimer wrote in 1971:

Concurrent with the disappearance of a black
political identity came the dispersion and
ultimate Ffailure of the liberal ideal in
south Africa. That centuries-long creation
of a tiny minority of whites is today reviled
by Africans in harsher terms than they use
for Nationalists ... The sin_.for which
retribution is now falling on their heads
rom all sides was the sin of failure.
The upholders of white supremacy, whether
they called it baaskap or whiteZleadership-
with-justice, never really offered the black
man anything more than a handout. The
radical liberals offered everything, and
were powerless to give anything. Even the
worth of personal friendships that were
formed between black and white, out of
affinity, not patronage, became soured by
this circumstance. Against the cold measure
of the needs of our historical situation,
, the liberals with small or large "1 failed
. twice over; first, to gain a following '
where political power existed, among whites; e
second, by inevitably falling into the role -
of acting proxy for black aspirations. 10

In almost direct proportion to the extent that liberalism was the
political tradition of a tiny, powerless minority, so the
individual who adhered to the values of liberalism was profoundly -

isolated in the South African'context - 1f he or she were not

regarded as complete outcasts by both left and right. This



ieolatidn,‘if not utter alienation,vfiﬁds a direct reflection in
liberal novels. From schreiner's Lyﬁdall and Plomer's

Turbott wolfe, dowvn to the characters attempting to realize
liberal ideals and valﬁes in the noveis of Paton, Gordimer, and

Jacobson, a common factor is their distance and estrangement from

their society. And if their great isolation is not the reason for

their ultimate downfall, then the absolute opposition between

" their aims and that of the society in which they live, and their
inability to reconci le them, only serves to increase their isolation

~and position as impotent "anti-heroes.

The historian Janet Robertson quotes Junod on the hardships. which.-. . -
faced any white man (or woman) who deliberately chose to belong:
to an ostracized politicai group:

‘ " .». The Ffact that his action may be

acclaimed by many non-whites and the
. _--. . greater section of the outside world

**%e&:“”éél:—e»canﬁat_iafiy -compensate-for his -sense’ bf;nﬁfﬁgx;%igsgiﬁjﬁ

loss, his immediate unhappiness, his =~ -~ . = -

'Vygy:ﬂﬁg?;fevw:‘1oneliness.-eNonuwhlteS*th become.so T T

e e polxtlcally involved stand ‘to lose as much
’ in the material sense - jobs, income, and
so on. But rather than becoming outcasts
. ‘in théir own community,” they became‘* ,
T acclaimed leaders, the heroes, and the
' ~martyrs. 11 . RN

Tae aﬁbromrlateness of thls comment to a ncver likes Gordimer?s

The Late Bourae01s World (1966) is obvious: the white liberal

act1v1st is reviled rather than welcomed by his-own community as

well as by others, And the singular isolation of the liberal on

a practical politicai level (because of the minority powerlessness

of the liberal political group and the uselessness of their
values in a South African context) is doubtless the reason why, on
another level, the debate over either remaining in South Africa or

leaving it (the "exile" debate) appears in so many liberal novels
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so frequently. .IFf liberal values are inapprbpriate, then the
liberal has elther to abandon these values and exchange them for

others; 1if he cannot, 1eave the country; or try to affirm the

" value of the individual in the face of the spiritless conformity

around him. Since the last way out is largely a futile gesture

(it does not solve the isolation but onlyVincreaSes it; nor does

‘it solve any political problems), and since the flrst course is

‘*veﬁy’difficu1t~ it is no wonder that the debate about eXlle should

- be a. Peature of novels like ban Jacobson s The Beglnners (1966)

and of many of" Gordlner's. The liberal must be for ever m0v1ng
on in an attempt to find a.country where his values still have
some meaning and where they do not condemn him to an impotent -

isolation.

contlnulng dlalogue, however tedlous, and not in>resort'to -

Evolution and Revolution 2

s.fPerhaps the most common way of deflnlng a 11bera1 'dnd one OF the x

. T e

Agraduallsm, in evolutlondry ra Laer Chan revolutloqury change.

" Prominent liberals in South Africa have never ceased‘emphaslzlng ~

12

Jatter's firm faith, in the words OE‘Leo'Mafquard; "that nothing

~worth while is achieved by violent means”, and his belief in "the

v1olence" 13 has- met with crlpollng dlfflcultles in Snuth Afrlca,

In a situation in which the Nationalist’Government over the last
three decades has'made-the parliamentary game unvinnable for its'l
opponents (whilst it insists:that the latter go on playing it),
theAvery principles whieh 1ibereis advocate commi t them‘to'political

means which are futile. And even earlier on in this century,

Nﬁgvalues most often stressed 1n Lhat deflnltlon 1s hlS bellef 1n Tf?*‘t

-~thercommifmenffof,thefliberélmtoAhoﬁﬁviolence.A'f'HOwevér,Athe};fﬂ S
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14

liberals met with the same difficulties. Ezekiel Mphahlele is

surely right when he maintains that

It's an awkward thing to be called a
moderate in South Africa, or in any
situation that requires nothlng less than
mllltancy to redress wrongs done to any
section of a people ... A liberal in an
African context is a white man who believes
in redressing political wrongs by consti-
tutional means. More often than not he
accommodates himself in [sic] the legis-
lative machlnery ‘in- the hope that he can
.. use the concessions by. Wthh ‘he has come
oo to occupy a certain position inside the
- machinery to persuade the 0ppressor to
change heart. A liberal will thus fight
parliamentary elections so that he can
-advocate reforms' from a constitutional
~platform. For several years now we have
been tcld continually by liberals to' make
use of statutory bodies like urban
‘advisory boards, so-called Bantu
'authorltles, where black people can serve
~in an advisory capacity. 15

There is no doubt that an awkwarad commltnent to non-violence is an x

|
1nrorm1ng feature of a novel 11ke Paton S Cry, the Beloved Countryo v

'AIn llberal llterature thlS reougnance for v1olence tends to belif
r;;exoressed in a general rec011 from all V1olent manlfestatlons ofu
llfe as well as in Paton-like sermons for political and constltua'
tlonal re-orm as“0pposed to revolutlon° Not only does the 11bera1
A)advocate evolutlon rather than revolutlon, but his very sen31b111ty
shies away from the fact of violence itself; he believes that
v1olence or force 1s 1rrat10nal and there:ore reprehen51ble.Aw;;mmj:3
d'Joreover the securlty and protected nature of hls Class. p051t10n
has the invariable result of making him unfamlllar with violence
"eandeays of coping with it. - This can be seen Partidu;arly in

Turbott Wolfe, in A Dance In The Sun, and in many of the novels of

Nadine Gordimer. The characters are incapable of coping with the -

institutionalized violence which is so much the essence of the

various situations in which they happen to be involved. Invariably,
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the result of this is something similar to that which Leo Kuper
describes so accurately in his comment on the position of the

political liberal in a situation of extreme racial conflict:

There can be little doubt that liberals are
not viable in extreme racial conflicts.

They have no mass following, they have no
power, they have no skill in, nor inclination
for, violence. 1In consequence they are
-easily emasculated by governmental repression,’
or liquidated by extremists on both sides.
The mediating position becomes a. no-mants . ,
land. When combat is once engaged, 'and the
groups begin to polarize, the appeals for
conciliation, moderation and humanity become
strangely 1n51p1d and meanlngless. 16

- In a country like South Africa, rigidly polarized along raCialg

and class 1lir.2s and dominated by a single racist vision end its

.~ semi-totalitarian manifestations, i* is again inevitable that the
~1iberal mind with its scepticism and optimism, -its “reasonablenessH, ...

‘"normalcy', and "tolerance", will fall helplessly and hopelessly

between,the two stools of white natibnaliSﬂwahd‘black nationalism.

" Denis wWorrall in-his essay‘"English‘South.APricatand the Political

"1f System" 1s referrlng 1mp11c1t1y to thlS quandary of tne 11bera1

1nd1v1dual when he writes that "Engllsn Soutu Afrlcan 1ntelleutua1s

are deluding themselves 1f they think they have some sort -of

4ned1at1ng vole to play, apart from the°£acttthat people, hdwévér'

well»lntentloned thev may beg are, 1f they hava no pawer base, |

generally thrust4a31de in a plnch~sltuatlon, Afrikaner natlonallsmﬂ

‘has shown tﬂat it does not requlre mbdlators in 1ts relations WlthA_

17

Black nfrltans" W1thout a powet base and comn:tted by hls veryV

princinles to the methods of constitutional reform and a rejection

of the revolutionary!s appeal to force, and confronted by an
extremism and gross immoderation in almost every aspect of South
African life, the liberal stance becomes essentially that of the

uncommi tted individual. 1In a situation so polarized, and therefore
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demanding a-specific»choice in one directioh or the other (a -
de°1n1te DraCtlcal identification e1ther with the wnlte rullng-
class or w1th the black proletariat they oppress) if Dowor, or

a pOSSlblllty of power, is to be won, the liberal is prevented
from responding to.this demand by the.very nature of the principles

in which he places his faith.

: Ih South Africa, the 1ibefal'is again faced with an"irreconCilabie'ﬂ‘

conflict: if he is to act effectively on a_poiitical level he has
to cease being a liberal. The“other ways open to him, suchvas
verbel protest (of therhind to be found in so mahy liberal novels)
are ineffective. For, as.Hoernié writes: i"Tovprotest in words- |
against dominance isvineffectiveﬁ domination is too firmly
entrenched to be shaken by merely verbal assaults. There is some
Arellef For one's feellngs in v1gorous denunc1atlon'.'hut'ahy N
liberal who thinks that by doing this,‘andﬁnothing_but this, he is
‘ :strlklng a valiant blow for llberty is foollng himself®. 18 And
4_1f a reallzatlon of the helplessness of thelr p031tlon drove a.

‘small wing of the leeral Party, the Afrlcan Re51stance Movement,

into acts of sabotage, in 1964 (thlS belng the historical backgroundv

- to Nadine Gordimer's The Late Bourgeois WOrld),~theh these -

desperate acts merely had.the.effeCt-of finally isoiating whites

in general from Liberal Party pollcy and drlv1ng them 1nto the
~_wn1te laager. 19 Agaln, whether on the practlcal polltlca; 1evek~——-
:1n hlstory, or 1n-11terature, the liberal becomes an 1solate, '

condemned by his obsolescence and by 0pponents on. all sldes oE the

political spectrum. . . - .
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Individualism

As has been pointed out, another Eundamentally important element
in the libefal faith is individuaiism, a stress on the primary
importance of the individual and a belief-fhat‘he or she, having
beéen given sufficient education, and @ith a change of heart and
suPEiCient_goodwill; might have profound repercuSsiSns on a.
political situation; in'a_worq, that change on a national_écaleﬁ‘
might come éboﬁt‘through changé-on an individﬁa1§sca1e,:_And yet .
Leo Kuper, paraphrésing Franz Fanon, writes that "in a world of
"radically opposed and irreconcilable interests there can be no

- evolutionary change to&érds'a shared society. Ihdividualism
cannot bridge the cbllective destiny of the partiés in.the struggle

for freedom; and concessions may merely be the cloak for a less

20

blatant -but more'complete servituder. And he quotes

Ezekiel Mphahleievwho, in criticizing the Church of South Africa,

maintains that . _ P

with its emphasis on the value of the
individual personality, (it) has continued
stubbornly to bring outmoded standards to
the situation; a situation where a powerful
nerren volk has for 3 centuries done every-

- thing in the interests of the volk. Where
persons have been oppressed as a race group, -
the Church has sought safeguards. and con-
cessions for the individual, evading the

- necessity and resnon31b111ty for group
action. 21 v . _

_And 1ndeed the magor cr1t1c13m of. polltlcal llberallsm has been, ) f
prec;sely, 1ts:fa11ure to takevaccount o; gzgzg,lnterests, to seé |
the nece331ty for 32923 actlonﬂlf change in South Africa was to be |
effected, _and to recognlze the Dowerlessness of the 1nd1v1dual act
(or thé 1nd1v1dua1 "friend of the native") in the face of competing

nationalisms. This serious ideological deficiency in liberalism,

its exclusive emphasis on the individual, led to its lack of
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understanding of nationalism and group identitieS'within'South
African soc1ety and its failure to meet the challenge Wthh

nationalism presented. 22 : ‘ . s

If this was one of the main contributory factors to the demise of

liberalism in South Africa, then it is 'also one of the reisons for
~the;demise of the.various characters in the liberal novels. The .

individual, on the basis.of his own. initiative and Eriend1y~'

feellngs {( for example) towards the blacks,»can nevertheless not
achieve the change whlch he de51res.k The very structure oE

controls in the country renders the problems which he is attempting

to solve or mitigate totally unamenable to-an individual solution.

This is particularly conspicuous in Dan Jacobson's A Dance In The

sun in which two white hitchahikers; caught willy-nilly in a racial

PP

imbroglio in a small Karroo town, attempt to solve the predicament

of a black servant;v yet since the latterfs predicament is merely

‘a local instance of a’nationalfpredicament all they can do is to

resort to some paternalistic offers of amhulance work - which,

moreoVer; are rejected. This is true, too, of Turbott Wolfe.

R e )

‘The anSwer to ‘this predicament is not to be found in a greater

emnha31s belng placed Qn the value of the 1nd1v1dua1 in pronortzon
as his 1nd1V1dua11ty is threatened by all sorts of constraints and
conformltles but in group action. But the llberal novel tends

never to percelve thls. The more the 1nd1v1dua1 1s threatened“the‘“f

more 1nd1v1duallst1c he becomes in reply, he never. percelves the

nece551ty of organlzlng with others  to get rid of the threat to

his and everyone”s 1nd1V1dua11tyo.
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Lack of Analysis

There have been numerous analyses bythW'OE the Failure of liberalism

~and liberals to read the South African historical and political

situation with sufficient‘insight.23 In particular the predis—

p051tlon of liberals to an analysis in terms of race rather than
. class has led to endless con£u51on, has ;ed them to advocate a
policy of soc1a1 re:orms w1tnout any clear guldlng prlnc1plesa«'~As_.

'Hoernlé remarked it was SR s - i

‘

precisely because the system of White
domination 1limits liberals to this short-
range programme and compels them to fight,
as it were, piecemeal rearquard actions
against the tactical initiatives which
lies with the advccates of domination.
the weakness of the liberal position - the
weakness of liberal thought in South

" Africa, and perhaps elsewhere, too - is,
and has been, that it has not related its
make-shift efforts to any “longmrange"
programme. 24 -

" The liberals in South Africa did not develop much in the way of
political theory. They were “non-programmatic or non-ideological
in that the stress was on values and not on any specific course

or solution®. 25 They tended to adopt a Dollcy of "muddllng--throughH

rather than followang anythlng more spec1£1c and dlrected :hls -
ylackadalslcal appreacn is to a great extent a reflection of the
liberal 1deology itself with its avoidance of any absolutes.
‘Liberals are concerned with 'Life' and values, not with- programmes_
~and action. And,yet_lt is just this concern which, on a practicai
political leﬁel,'has rendered them impotent and limited in the -
ability to analyze deeply thedéouth African social formation, And

this has its analogue in the general 1nab111ty of the 11bera1 novel

to get to the heart of tne south Afrlcan matter.
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it has already been mentioned thét a ndVel informed by the liberal
kideology cannot, as a rule, penetrateyvery deeply into aspects of |
psychology; 1ibido, or "evilw, Mdre importantly, this lack of

depth is reflected frequentlyAin_the belief in South African
 liberal novels that a little "goodwillﬁ and a “change of heart® %j
 will be sufficientftO'solve.the countrY'svraciai~problems.~~This

. betrays the poverty of the liberal critique. It is nowhere more

_ ob?ious thdn;in‘Patbn'shéry, thg'BélovedkCQuhtry; ,Upwittingly; J:“
ahdkmoré often than not, it is Just these featurés of liberal
morality thch are so often»advanéed as "solutions” in libéral

novels. Thatbthey are not solutionsvat all shbuldrbe self—evideht.‘

Though‘literature cannot\give, for instance, the economic causes '

behind é particular historical period which it describes since

?this is;simply not‘fhe:prdvince of liiterature, it can be more

~aware of the reasons behind the dilemmas which it portrays in

Eictionai terms. The liberél novels discu§§ed in this thesis‘only
Betray this awarehess indirectly, if at all: the failure of the
iiberal ideology'which all of them announcéVisznot only‘an implicit

N cfiticism oF the illiberal nature of.SOuth Afriéan society and 1its
‘ébnditions, but it is also a réflection‘of the inadequacy cf the

e

liberal ideoldgy.itself,A

Thé particular préblems which political liberalism has failed to
»solvé and the appearance of correéponding problem§<ﬁhich the
liberal novel has also foundered upon is dné"way in which these v
twoAséparate streams of activity refléct each other. But é further
reflection is to be Found in the Fact that the demise &f political | x
liberalism in‘South Africa is reflected in the demise of the

‘liberai novel here. Thié is a 1arge”claim to make. Nevertheless,

the historical period from the days of what has come to be called
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"the Cape'Liberal tradition" during the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century down to 1968 when the liberal ideal of eqﬁal

political rights in a common legislature received its death-blow

with the Prohibition of Improper Interference Act,26 is definitelyk

reflected in a change in the liberal novel. As will be seen in

the following chapter, just as political liberalism becomes less : o

and less viable through this period, so the tradition of the - P
‘ M o T , A !

liberal;nove1 becomes 1ess.and~1ess viable as well.
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As many studies such as Ian Watt's The Rise of The Novel (1957)

nave shown, and as is well known by now, the relationship'between
the novel form, the rise of a European bourgeoisie and their

liberal, humanistic values (the chief among them being individualism)

is a very direct one. W.J. Harvey loosely summarizes this

connection as follows:

One of the few Marxist gJgeneralizations

-about literature to hold up reasonably well
when put to the test of detailed historical
examination is the thesis that the develop-
ment of the novel is intimately connected
with the growth of the bourgecisie in a

- modern capitalist system. From this social
process derive the assumptions and values

we may conveniently if crudely lump together
as liberalism. We may fairly say that the =
novel is the distinct art form of liberalism,
by which I mean not a political view or even
a mode of social and economic organization
but rather a state of mind. - This state of
mind has as its controlling centre an
acknowledgement of the plenitude, diversity
and individuality of human beings in society,
together with the belief that .such
characteristics are good as ends in them-
selves. It delights in the multiplicity of
existence and allows for a plurality of
beliefs and values ... ToOlerance,
scepticism, respect for the autonomy of
others are its watchwords; fanaticism and
the morolithic creed its abhorrence. Kant®s
second general principle of morallty is its

- - ~ first commandment. 1 . -

The most characteristic of the structure of oppositions in the

novel, that of the individual versus society, is itself a

¥

\

refléction of the liberal ideology's characteristicfﬁay of perceiving

the relationship between men and society; and it is one index of
2

' the close relation between liberalism and the novel. But Harvey's

summarizing statement is inadequate; he is guilty elther of

naiveté Or a rather prudent hypocrisy in not recognizing the extent
 to whlch the liberal state of mind is very definitely bound up with

"a polltlcal v1ew or even a mode of social and economlc organlzatlon".
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For it is precisely a specific mode of economic organization

(namely nineteenth century "free enterprise" capitalism) which made

possible and provided a basis for that aesthetic of delight "in

the multiplicity of existence® and in a "plurality of beliefs and
values" whilst, at the same time, lessening the DbSSibiiitieq of
actually acn1ev1ng tnat delight through the restrlctlons 1mposed

3

by canltallsm itself. Lucien Goldmann, a far more_rlgorous and

suggestive theorist than'Harvey (the latterts comments on the novel

‘are themselves a perfect example of the liberal tone of mind and

general temper), has written:

‘The novel form seems to me, in effect, to . . Y 9
be the transposition on the literary plane '
Of everyday liJe in the irdividuailistic

society Created by market vroduction.

There 1s a rigorous homology between the

literary form of the novel ... and the :
everyday relation between man and . -
commodities in general, and by extenSLon

between men and other men, in a market

society. 4 NEECE

Goldmann goes much Eurther than Hafvey (a quotation from the latier’s
work was neeessary merely to indicate the genefal connection between
a class, a literary genre and an ideongy)_and is considerably less
idealist in his ahalysie of:the sociology of the novel form. In_

his Towards A 50cielpgy Qf The Novel, he argues that the hero, the

central figure of bourgeois realism, gradually disappears from the

novel under the impact of capitalist economics: "with (the)v_;

transformation of economic life and the replacement of the economy-

of free competition by an economy of cartels and monopolies

(between 1900 and 1910), we witness a parallel transformation of the

novel form that culminates in the'gradual dissolution and disap-
pearance of the_individual character of the hero"; and he speaks
of a period folldwing upon tais development in Eﬁropean capitalism

"whichAbegins more or less with Xafka and continues to the



contemporary nouveau roman, and which has not yet come to an end,

and which 1is characterized by an abandonment of any attempt to

- replace the problematic‘hero and individual biography by another

reality and by the effort to write the novel of the absence of

‘the subject, of the non-existence of any ongoing search."?

Goldmann, in fact, correlates liberalism with the development of.
the novel form; capitalism engenders the libera} individualistieV
values of personal liberty, equality, tolerance,’the’rights of man,
and the unhindered Ffree development of personality upon ﬁhich
"the category of individual biography as the consfitutive element
of the novel" develops, taking the form of a problematic.hero
seeking authentic valﬁes. The decline of the.hero thus parallels
the decline of liberalism.  The hero either vanishes and is
replaced by the colleetivity and the organization; or turns into
the anti-hero, the individual who is isolated from any kind of
numan colleetivityo To him, the mutations in the novel form 1in
the tﬁentieth century are both an index and?Sythom of an ever-
1ncrea51ng loss of freedom, dehumanlzatlon and allenatloﬂ in the

11£e of men under monopoly capltallsm.

If Goldmann's thesis is correct, if the novel form has been bound -

QP historically with the.rise of the bourgeoisie and a set of

liberal and.humaﬂisfic values which were in turn poﬁﬁd up with——
this class end its economic individualism, then}it would appear m
to be highly unlikely that the traditional form of the novel, the
distinct art form of liberalism with all its assumptions about the
primacy of the-individﬁal, ofkcharacters who are secure in their

freedom to refine on their motives, truly to understand each other

:

‘énd, above all, themselves, would flourish as a viable and
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appropriate literary form in an historical context of monopoly
capitalism, fanaticism and the monolithic creed -~ or at least not

without considerable modification. The_dilemma of the liberal

(by definition a pluralist) in actual reality wvhen confronted with

the Either/Or dilemma of clashina monistic 1mperat1ves, becomes.
in thls case the dilemma of an art form.: Still more specifically,
it would appear to be even more 1morobaole that a tradition of
liberal novels should flourish in the South African context in

wvhich, since the initial societal vacuum of colonialism so well

- suggested in The Story of An African Farm, -the individual has been

increasingly subjected‘to collective'controls, wnetner by a
bureaucratic state apparatus, by the pressures of industrialism,
or by the conditioning apparatus of a capitalist high;consumption
society. And althougn there nave been instanceé of the liberal

novel becoming the dominant art form in an illiberal society (the

nineteenth century Russian novel is the salient example), and this

~provides evidence of the essentially oppositional, critical function

of the novel in general, the very landscabe‘of~south'Africa both

as literal fact. and symbol has scarcely offered a congenial climate

for the cultivation of llberalism, whether ‘as a political programme N

and movement, or as the ideology of an art form.

The corrosive action of the very geography of- South Africa, its

deterninistic effect upon the 1lives of human beings and the T
fatalistic cast of mind which it creates,6 scarcely'contributeg to

a sultable climate for the liberal novel; the latter is predicated
upon liberty rather than_fatality, on freedom from necessity ‘
ratherfthan determinism, and on the existence of a highly developed

society rather than its absence.
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Even more specifically, it‘may be asked what happens to the liberal
novel when, as Nadine Gordimer has written, "iiving in a society
that has been as deeply and calculatedly compartmentalized as

South Africa's has been under fhe colour bar, the writer's
‘potential has unscalable limitations ... land] aspects of a black-
man'e 1ife have beeh put impossibly beyond the white man's
experience ... and there are areas from which,.by iroh circumstahce;'
each in turn finds himself shut out, even intuitively"?7' The
answer of course is that the liberal novel, dependent as it is

upon an intimate knowledge of soc1ety in all its ramlflcatlons and

stratifications, becomes a totally inappropriate artlstlc mode.

And this brings me to one of my major points. - Until a decade or sov<ﬁ?
v ago, white English South African writers have been utilizing, have ¥

%3, -

;‘ “adopted wholesale and with few significant nodlflcatlons, a form

[

,f} of the novel whlch by its very nature assumes that liberalism is
¢ a going'concern in south Africa. Perhaps this was inescapable

'« considering their dependence upon a predomihantly British iiterary
héritage.s Yet it is no wonder, then, that QiVen the fanatié,

,,,,,, monolithic complexion of this racist society and the erosions of
individuality caused by alienation, an absence of society and |
caoitalism, the liberal form of the novel should be an inadequate ' v
one, Just as the individual characters whose exploits and :(
'endeavours it records should be ‘revealed as 1nadequate as well’

Ae'one»example of this all too frequent inadeﬁuacy, it is a frequent «
:criticism of English'South'Africen litereture as a Whole that the Y
white'writersfMCharacterizations of blacks;'and vice versa, have
never amounted to:genuinely sympathetic, npound* poftrayals (fo

use Forsterian terminology), and that endlessly the reader or critic
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is presented with "flat" stereotypes of the black (usually as the
inscrutable and/or virile servant) and with equally "Fflat" stereo-
types of the white (usually as the vicious and/or sterile "Baas®

or "Madam"). 1In so far as the novels in this 1iterature take a _

_traditional realist form (and almost all of them do), that 15, of

the novel of character whlch assumes the 1mportance of the
individual and his ortner 1nd1v1dual de5t1ny,‘thls criticism is
just. But the traditional novel, it mist be noted, goes’hand;in
hand with the age (the nineteerith century) of the apogee of the
individual; it is the character’stlc literary form of an age of
bourgeois ind1v1duallsm-wnen, in the words of Alain Robbe-Grillet,
"it was something, to have a face in a unlverse,when personality

9

was at the same time the means and end of every endeavour",- and

the individualistic, Ffree and unconditione@ response to experience
was valued above all and, moreover, was practically feasible,
It is to be doubted.whether such an age andzthe condi tions

necessary For its existence and contlnuance have ever ex1sted in

South Africa. Given the enormously w1de rac1a1 schisms and class’

divisions throughont recent South Afrlcan hlstory, its fanatlc,

monist nature, and also the fact that the members of its society

are identified according to the dictates of these schisms rather

than possessing'the Freedom to make their own identities and

identifications; it'should’not be any cause for wonder nof~complaint-

(nor bllnd Euro-centric criticism in terms of E. M Forsterr B
distinction between "round" and "flat” characters) that the
characterlzatlons of white and black by black and white writers

resnectlvely should have been so Erequently stereotyplc, shallow,

‘and ev1scerated m'and this quite apart from the 1nd1v1dual talents

' of these South African writers, or their lack of them. The point

10 1 Fm
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The very function of racism and the schisms that it deliberately
engineers‘is'to stereotype everyone.  In effect, then, these
writers guilty of lifeless chefacters have been equally guilty 55
using a‘form of the novel in order to deal imaginatively with a
social;‘economic,ahd political‘system which, through its anti-
individualist and anti—hﬁmenist-character, has rendered.that form
‘ahaehronistic, 1f not obsolete. Given the harshness of thelsouth~
African env1ronment whether seen in terms of shfer geography,
politics, economics, race or class, it should be no surprise that
the major tradition in white English south African fiction should
serve to underline the formidable, if not insurmeuntable, obstacles
_confrenting the liberal impulse in South Afriea,vand the eeéseless.
failures of this impulse as a result. For the liberal, "open"
society has never taken.rOOt in South Africa. Thus the liberal
‘impulse,-at least.as it is expressed in literature, has tendedwfe
create or culminate ih a form of tragedy; ﬁ£or tragedy, as»has 
been said, is an image of‘Fate, of extreme compﬁlsion and con-
striction, and it is precisely this Fate, Ehis necessity, which has
domlnated so much of South African hlstory and whlch has done more

than anything else to create that harsh and arid atmosphere which

‘defines the couhtry's'nationa; 1life.
In‘the‘histOry'of the English South AFfrican novel there was, &s
David.Rabkin has noted, a_“felati&ely quick trans;tien fiom.the
novel of adventure,‘which was_basicaliy metfopolitan in origin, to
an authentic South African form, the social problem novel"™, the

latter proving to be "the hardiest and most prolific indigeneus

rgrowth,ﬂ11'.8ut if there is ahy truth in Goldmann‘s hypethesis

it is equally possible that the novel of "social prdblems“ will in

turn give way to another ehanged form, will abandon liberal




"in Cordimer's latest novels, in Dan Jacobson's most recently - - - Vo

African hero or heroine, the benevolent, kindly person desperately

" striving to uphold and disseminate humanist values in the teeth of
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‘realism and all it implies (indeed, demands) about the accurate

description of society and the intricate delineation of inter-

- personal relatlonshlps against that oackground And, in facL,

(even though this can only be the most tentatlve of hypotheses),.
it would seem as if thls mutatlon has taxen place in the best of

the recent English South Afrlcan novels. In Coetzee's two books, .« :

published novel, The Confessions ofvjoseph Baisz (1977) - set in
an imaginary 1and,7part South Africa, part’Egstefn‘Bloc country -
traditional realism would seem to have'béen largely sacrificed and
a speciés of haturalisﬁ; withvéll thatAit implies about a deter-

ministic, Fatalistic world and about characters increasingly

alienated, bewildered and dehumanized, has taken its place. For

whereas realism in the novel isvbQund up with liberalism, naturalism
is bound up with;determinism.v On the evidenée of these-nove1$M£t, L
would seem as if the South African social reality has altered to Y
such an extent (the present is the age of monopoly capitalishA

and "Total Strafegy") that it is no longer possible to write the
conventional liberdl realist nbvel and, éé the same timé, to achieve

a sufficiently penetrating art. The conventional whit? South

an anti-humanist environment, has been succeeded by’characterS'who
take violence and violation as the norm and, indeed,” the axiom —
of their situation and who play out their personal psychoses agains

a 1andscape of pillage, rape, and degradation:

The English South African novel of the
seventies (The Conservationist, Dusklands,
In A Dark Wood, In The Heart of the Countrv)
1s characterized by the presence, witnin a
tough and wviolent linguistic design, of
unpleasant protagonists. The effectiveness:
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of these hard-talking novels depends on the
measure of disgust they can arouse in the
reader. No doubt the loss of amiable
individuality is meant as a reflection of

a society which disallows decency and
certainly - as the generalizing titles
suggest - we are reminded that persons are
only cyphers of something bigger -~ political
animals (the stress is on animals) Fformed,
moulded, directed and finally destroyed by
the political ambience that has, in South
African literature, the force of an inclu-
sive cosmic design. 12

In short, the determining forces of the apartheié soéiety would ¥

-

seem to have led to the disappearance of 1ibefa1ism as a political \V,
 force and of the unique individual of the liberal realist novel
around whose biographyvthe novelts plot has most usually been spun.

1n referring to the ncuveau romau and writers like KoblLe-Grillet,

Michel Zeraffa asks rhetorically: “considered as *‘modern artf,
was not the novel both index andvsymptom of kinds of alienation--
that were even more in evidence in 1950 than they had been twenty-

73 And one might well ask whether the increasing

five years earlier?"
~alienation registered in recent English South.African novels 1is

not also a'kind of index of an increasing’aliénation and reificatioﬁ 
iﬁ Ssouth Africah society, a society in which peoble have bécqme
things. In this case the answer is probably also a °§es';,‘Although
it is too early for anything more than speculation,vand although

what follows can only be the most tentative of hypotheseévagain,‘

it would appear that the white English South African novel is. o

~

following the lines of that pattern of development which

Lucien Goldmann has elaborated; Ffrom the novel of character to the
novel of its absence, to that limitless and narcississtic expansion
of the self which occurs when the individual is no longer related

to society and the self becomes the only reality and, paradoxically,

the great irreality as well. Mehring in Gordimer's The Conserva-

tionist is one example of this process, as is Magda, the central
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figure in In The deart of the Countrv, Cynically saying: "Here .
in the middle of nowhere‘I~can expand to infinity just as I can
shrivel to the size of an ant. Many things I lack, bﬁt freedom

is not one of themw.'%

The above novels as well as others with their experimentatiohs
with the novel form, with their destruction of the stab1é~eto'
which is so 1mportanb to the bourgeois world=v1ew may be read as
a reflection of the decline of llberallsm, As Harvey says, some-
what rueEully.

It may well be, of course, that we are

moving towards a form of society where such

-z state of mind is no longar -riable, *“ra

liberalism is a luxury rarely allowed by

history. In this case the novel wi11, 1like

other art forms in the past, cease to be an

available imaginative mode and will be ——

- supplanted by other art forms, either

entirely new or drastic mutations of the .

novel itself. Considered in this way,  the ' -

radical experiments of many modern novelists

may be seen as the first attempts at such

mutation, the first imaginative responses

to a changing world view which involves the

gradual death of liberalism. 15
But if J.M. Coetzee's focus on myth and Gordimer‘*s concern with
"identity crises”™, which directly reflect an ideological breakdown,
are one indication of a "changing world view which involves the
gradual death of liberalism" (Harvey puts tﬁe,cart‘before the horse
~in not stating that it is a changing world that giVéé rise to a—
changing world view, not vice versa), then the catalogue of angsts,
horrors, obsessions and alienations which characterize South
African fiction in the late sixties and seventies are another
reflection of thevdecadence of the white world, a reflection of itsg -

increasingly threatened position of dominance in the South African

totality. But against these works with their self-destructiveness,
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their isolation and mutations df.the novel form, rust be placed
the self—cohfidenée, vigour and implicit sense of collective power
to be found in recent writing by blacks, if a comprehensive and
S truly representative picture of the way in”which literature is
reflectihg a complex, changing social process gding on in South
Africa is.to be established. Of necessity this other side-df the

.South African coin is not discussed here.

‘Liberalism and the Novelist

An obvious corrollary-SE Goldmann's correiation between changes in
the novel form and changes in capitalism is that, given cértain'
conditions in a‘market society, a certain type of novel becomes an
anachronistic litefary moéé,' But if this provides a partial
explanatidn of the impotence of so many English South Afriéan
notels, then there is a further reason forﬁthis impotence; one
whlcn is to be discovered at the very heart of the liberal 1deolcgy
itself. For 1f on the one hand, 11berallsm 1s often attacked by
Marx1sts as the s2lf-serving creed of a p*lvxleged hourg901sje
_determlned to legltlmlze and maintain their position of prlvmlege
in an iniquitous class system through a spurious ratlonallsm, then,
bon the other, it is also attacked With equal vehemence by others f
(particularly Existentialists) who see in its exclusivé'rétio?ality
a Dettifying denial of those deep irrational sources from which

much that is consldered to be truly creative and 11£e~q1v1ng is

16

seen to flow. And it is from thls latter critique that another

limitation of liberalism, as it informs 1literature, is revealed.

For it is ironic that liberalism - so prevalent among intellectuals

and so widely regarded as the truly creative outlook in modern
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society - has failed to attract any of the major creative writers
of the twentieth century. 1In a well knownm essay, "Science,

Literature & Culture: A Comment on the Leavis-Snow Controversy",

published in Commentary in 1962, Lionel Trilling discussed this

1ittle remarked but surely significant fact:

It is one of the cultural curiosities of

the first three decades of the 20th century
that, while the educated people, the readers
‘'of books, tended to become ever ' more
liberal and radical in their thoughts,

there is no literary figure of the very
first rank (although many of the next rank)
who, in his work, makes use of or gives
credence to liberal or radical ideas. I
remarked on this circumstance in an essay

of 1946. "Our educated class," I said, “has
a ready if mild suspiciousness of the profit
motive, & belief in progress, sciance,
~social legislation, planning, and inter-
national .:ooperation, perhaps especially
where Russia is in question ... Yet it is

a comment, if not on our beliefs then on e
our way of holding them, that not a single
First-rate writer has emerged to deal with
these ideas, and the emotionszthat are
consonant with them ..." 17

He goes on to point out that none of the méjbrvwriters has been a
liberal and that most of them have been anti-liberal; and that

there is no greaﬁ“twehtieth century'work infused with the liberal

ideology as De Rerum Naturae, the Aeneid, The Divine Comedy, .

Don Quixote, Faust and War and Peace were infused with other

ideologies. Many secondary writers and a substantial majority of
critics have been and are liberals; but "Proust,. Joyce, Lawvrenca,

Yeats, Mann (as novelist), kKafka, Rilke, Gide (also asfnoveliét) -

~all of them have their own love of justice and the goodllife, but

in not one of them does it take the form of a love of the ideas

and emotions which liberal democracy, as known by our educated

class, has declared fespectable."18
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However, the explanation forlthis cultural curiosity is surely to
be found in the very way Trilling defines liberalism in the same
essay: "a ready if mild suspiciousness of the profit motive, a |
belief in progress, science, social legislation, planning and.
international cooperation". It is obvious that these defining
features of the programmeé of the social and political levels of
liberalism cénnot.be readily tfanslated.or_tranéposed_ontb fhat
imaginative level out of which iiterature is made. Unlike
Christianity, for example, whose public creed or dogma has the
potential of touching the ihdividual at the deeﬁest level of his
or her‘being and, at thé_same timef also has the pbtehtial fdr |
‘answering to the deepest needs of the human psyché; liberalism's
ignorance of these deepest needs means that it cannot plumb the
‘same depths énd speék meaningfully_ of that level which most.
profoundly engages the.writer's attention. And it is to be doﬁgted
whether Trilling's brief list of liberal tenets can be transposed

.onto any other level at all.

Addressing himself to just this anomaly, Dan_jacobSOn, having'asked
jﬁst what it is in the catalogue of liberal virtues and programmes

to make anyone feel uncomfortable, writes: .

Only this, I would say: the refusal to
acknowledge the fact that conflict is the.
prime, painful condition of existence. and
growth. Hidden deep within the drift of
most modern liberal or radical thinking is _ N
the notion that if only we were cleverer,

" kinder or better organized than we are nowv,
it should be possible, somewhere, somehow,
for us to enjoy success without failure,
repose without strain, achievement without
sacrifice, pleasure without pain - and yet
be human. Now we know perfectly well that

- nowhere, in no way, are these enjoyments

- offered to us; nor is there any chance that
they will ever be. But we shrink from going
on to recognize that our aspirations are
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ﬂinextricablyddependent'upon our fears and
frustrations, that were it not for our

~experience of hardship," danger and loss,.

we would not know what to cherish and -

value., Conflict of this kind cannot be

1eglslated psychologized or wished away;

it is what we live bv. 19

~ And he also argves that however much liberalism is to be admired
- for 1ts efforts to prevent and allev1ate suffering and for its
pleas for a reductlon of conflict-of all and any kinds, it 51mply
- -fails to confront Deople s deepest sense of what llfe is really
like; 1in short, it is not "in resonance with what one conceives
to be the full truth about the nature of our 1ifer.?0 and it is
this inability of liberalism to speak meaningfully about suffering;
about the irrational and the absurd and<its failure to ackaowiedge
this asoect of llfe and incorporate it (1f this haooened literalism
would of course cease to be llberallsm), which is one reason why

it has falledhto attract any major novelists,

Laura Riding and Robert Graves have commented uoonbthe repugnance
.of "genulne professional modernism® for bourge01s 11bera115m.A
‘Thae latter, they write, "being a p051tlon of compromlse between

" all extremes, is the breeding place,ofAsettled, personally secure‘
con‘victio‘ns{"z‘l ‘But there is a further cause For the almost
_constitutional’revulsion of major writers for the cloying, |
middling securities oEtthe’bourgeoisie, securities which'are%seen )
to be at odds with‘the deepest and Ffinest energie;mof life and -~
- thus to be hypocritical; and it has something;to do with the
~.appalling'nature of twentieth century.history and its abundant
examples of extremism'wnich have had the effect of rendering

liberalism progressively more inoperative and ineffectual as a.

literary ideology.
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. For, as. has been mentloned just as political llberallsm by its
“very nature, must frequently founder. hopelessly when stranded.
between twe vehement nationalisms, so again by its very nature

it must founder when, throughvthe medium of the novel form, it
attempts to come to terms with so many South-African sitnations
which, being based on a profound irrationality, spawn unreason.
and violence everywhere. Time and again, the iiberal novel in
'south-Africa; in its attempt to both depict and 9onfnont,a |
daemonic incident, has,to declare defeat (and this is particﬁlarly
the case with Gordimer, Paton, and Jacobson) or to mystlfy (as

is the case with Paton agaln)

It has been customary to regard the novelist as a humanist, as one

o whO'finds inspiration in man's Dersbnal quest for truth and good«

ness and who shuns conflnlng sysLems of phllosophy, rellglous

dogma, and abstract reasoning in favour of Juman values and value

"systems which emphasize the worth of each individual. 22 Once

again W.J. Harvey summarizes this customary,COnception:

- the novel cannot ve written out of a
monolithic or illiberal mind. Because of
T ‘ the range of his subject matter, because - -
‘ o he must see all life as divers et ondoyant,-
because he must accepnt his characters as
asserting their human individuality and
~uniqueness in the face of all ideology
(including his own limited point of view),
the novelist must.tend to be 11bera1
plurallstlc, foxy.

Consider thevtwo greatest systems of belief
which are liable to evoke a menistic commi te
ment in their adherents, Christianity and
Marxism. Where is the truly great Christian
or Marxist novel? ... The novelist must

o - acknowledge, if he is to create a faithful

2 : imitation of mankind, that most human beings

o will always elude or overflow tne categories
of any ideology; such a belief is part of
what I have called the liberal state of mind.
23
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But this conception of the.novelist as liberal and nhumanist is
1deriVed-£rom the example of the great nineteenth century notelists,
andvit is one which has long since changed. -For, as Trilling
asks: "Is not the essence of.the modern belief about the nature
of the artist, the man who goes down into the hell which is the
historical beginning'of_tne human soul, a beginning not outgrown
'but_established in humanityvas we know it now, preferring the .
reality of this hell tovthe.bland lies of the ciyilization that

has overlaid it’?",24

And although he fails to mention the fact
‘that the "civilization" the modern artist .or novelist was revolting
against was most usually a liberal bourgeois one, he\does comment
on.the fact that much'of the most compelling literature since: |

‘Dostoyevsky's Notes From Underground is violently opposed to all

civilization and society as such. MoVing further and further
away from the stifling certitudes and pallid pleasures of eociety
the more its inauthenticity was perceived,ﬁthe novelist, similar.

to artists in other mediums, has tended to cease being a kind of
humanist god scrupulously balancing many;‘ﬁltimately indeterminable,
varieties of societal l1life, and has tended to become something of
a’Dfophet of tne irrational (something which is seen as healthily
subver51ve of the complacency of bourge01s soc1etj and whoseé

enial by the latter is seen as the major reason for its sterility),

or, alternativelj, he has reJected a Dluralist 1deology as being

- bound up with the inauthenticity of the pluralist soc1ety and“haw**~>,'

embraced a2 monist one in its place. But vhatever the p031tion.o£
the novelist subsequent to his or her abandonment of humanism,

common to many of the best of them has been a radical critique of

society.

Now it seems to me that the thin, uncompelling nature of most
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English South African literature by whites (whether novel, noetry,
or dram&) derives, at least in part, from its often uncritical
-acceptance of the society which it is so intent upon describing.

For, as Lionel Trilling remarks elsewhere in Beyond Culture,

"the energy, the consciousness, and the wit’of modern 1iterature
derive from its violence against the specious good."25 One has
almost come to exoect that authentic literature'wili involve a
far more radical reJection oi society and of the "specicus goodw
than that which is to be round in the majority of the works which

comprise this literature. And it'is significant that the most

forceful English South African novels (The Story of An African’

Farm, Turbott Wolfe, Dusklands and In The Heart of the Country)

arefalso those in which South African society or "civilization"

is most Eorcefully.rejected. It is as if the very energy of these
works stems from their fejection, an energy of rejection Whichfis
similar to that which is characteristic of so much'ofkthe best

of modern European and Aamerican literature; But in other cases —
such as Gordimer Paton and Jacobson, it 1s as if by not rejecting
South African society thoroughly enough by failing to depict 1t

ﬂrom a sufficiently critical pOint of VleW.(Wthh also often means

a su£P1c1ent1y alienated one), the very prose of these nouelists
inherits that inauthentic tone-Which is writ‘large in the society)
it is supposed to be‘criticizing Thus it is tO‘be douhted wvhether
the liberal-humanist novelist escapes a complicity with thatﬁwmichwm,
- he or she is attacking., It is rather through those "outsider"“v
‘novelists such as Schreiner and Coetzee and throughithe,mixture

of the visionary andithe daemonic characteristic of their
unciviiized worlds that the most comoelling 1literature nas come.
Their novels of "isolation” with their existentialism and moni st

visions of tranSCendence‘escape the taint of the bland South

s o o i e - e m e - ot L. et n P At e e Ut A —— = 1§
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African society; and these novels also give evidence o6f a far

greater energy in their use of language.

Language and the English Novel in South Africa

It is almost to bebexpected that, along with the traditionalism
.and conservatism of a coioﬁial or«ﬁeb~coloniéi society.liké south
Africa, and as a result of‘its remoteness From fhe rest of the
r worid,Acombined with a disturbing ignorance of contemporary'
developments‘élsewhére until, say, & decade or more after'the
“event, there will be_aﬂéense of deadnesé in the language Qf‘its
iiterature, and a serious‘lack of‘experiment'orvverbal daring.

The following acerbic comment which Lewis Nkosi makes about fiétion

by black south Africans, applies équally'tc Piction by whites:

If black South African writers have read
modern works of literature theéy seem to be
totally unaware of their most compelling
innovations; they blithely go on ‘ftelling
" stories' or crudely attempting to solve the
problems which have been solved before -
or if not solved, problems to which
BEuropean practioners, frcm Dostoyevekv to
Burroughs, have responded with greater
subtlety, technical originality and sus-
tained vigour; and black South Africans
write, of course, as though Dostoyevsky,
Xafka or Joyce had never lived. Is it not
possible without sounding either superior
or unpatriotic, to ask how a fiction written
by people conversant with the history of the
- development of modern fiction can reveal no
' awareness of the existence of Notes From:
Underground, Ulysses or such similar works?
For make no mistake about this, it is not
an instance of writers who have assimilated
so well the lessons of the masters that they
. are able to conceal what they have learned;
rather is it an example of a group of writers
~operating blindly in a vacuum.. 26

Wyith the exception of the experimentations'of J.M. Coetzee and

Nadine Gordimer in fiction, Athol Fugard in drama and perhaps
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Svdney Cloutsvand Douglas Livingstone in poetry, there has been
Dre01ous little awareness Of overseas eeveiooments -~ particularlv
modernism - in the work of whlte English South African writers:
A test of progress in literature throughout

the English-speaking world is the incidence

of modernism ... South Africa, apart from

an upsurge of literary vitality in the

twenties and the current revival of poetry,

may also be said to be as yet largely un-

touched by the movement. The reasons for -

this apparent backwardness pernaps lie in

the loss of writers to Bngland and in an

exaggerated regard for and a somewhat timid

dependence on overseas achievement along

with a certain conservatism of practise. 27
And in fact the English South A?rican novelist's attitude towards
Ils craft would eppzar to te somewhat similzr to the Engrish one
which Bernard Bergonzi describes in a comparison between cor iemp-
orary American and English novelists; "in starting to read an...
American novel one begins with a sense of language being used with
realepenness to its possibilities, something remafkably rare in
English‘novels »o» NOvel-writing in England is seen as a visible
and established tradition, the niceties .of wnich'can~be picked up

' 228
4s one goes along.™

But apart From the proverbial colonial traditionalism and consefvam
tism and'the natural possession of and familiarity With_a language -
wnich so commonly produces a lazy -usage of it, there is another

important reason for the curious linguistic deadness that one findsly
in much Bnglish South African 11terature. It has often been said
that south Africa's multilingualism has been responsible for

creating barriers of misunderstanding between people of different
language groups; but iéss often has the epecific r8le of the |

English language amidst the South African Babel been noted.

André Brink takes the first step towards clarifying this r&le when
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he writes:

while the majority of the British settlers
of 1820 were from the lower classes the
‘very nature of the South African situation
soon established English as a bourgeois
language on the continent.: (A??IE%EKET on -
the otger hand, retained its working-class
connections until at least the Second World
war.) It was, in fact, as difficult for
English to adapt to Africa in the nineteenth
century as it would have been for a gentle-
man in top hat and tails to adjust to life
"in the bush. Adapt and adjust it did, let
there be no doubt about that - and the
_current renaissance of English literature
in South Africa provides splendid confirm-
ation of that'fact - but for a long time,

it seems to me, the very nature of the
language itself acted as a deterrent in the

. evolution of a significant indigenous
. literature. 29

Though Brink does point out the significant fact of the bourgecis
nature of the English language in Africe and its long estrangement

from the African reality,_hé unfortunately does not attempt to

draw a connection between:theseatwo features.

This connection becomes clearer when the-acéuél political rSle
which has been’mdst_frequently assigned to the Engiish»language
in éouth Africa is discussed. Guy Butler, Ffor onepuwrites that
"the fole’of English'- caught between two increasingly violent

and exclusive nationalisms -~ is to keep on stating, with patience
: . . ¢
and courage, that our common humanity can unite u51W3

essay published in 1973, and. significantly entitled "Instrument - -

of Reason", Mario schiess contends that

English in South Africa is, by the turn of
events, suddenly cast in a r8le of extreme
importance. It will have to..be the up-
holder of human dignity and the tool of
communication of reality as it is, untouched
by wilful manipulation or wishful thinking.

- English will have to be the instrument of
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rational, analytic thought in this time of
increasing hysteria that will accompany
the demise of nationalism as we have known
Cit. 31
Common to both the articles From whick the above two quotations-
“have been taken, and to many othersglikevthem on the rdle of the
English language ih south Africa, is the emphatic claiﬁ that-
English, like liberal politics‘with its abiiity to‘seefa11'Sides
of the matter in question, is'more neutral, rational and civilizing
than other available 1anguages; -that, somehow it occupiesla .
,p031t10n at some remove from an internecine reallty and thus is
vblessed with a more obJectlve,'con31dered view of it and that, in x
‘short, it is the prime tool of clarlty‘and reason amldst the |
barbaric ‘Babel surrounding it in South»Africaa English is thus
assigned a rdle which is the 1inguistic analogue of the rale‘of‘v

|

liberal politics; llke the 1atterr its functlon is seen to be that |

of the mediator and conciliator. But thatrwhlch is "neutral® and
"objective" is also distant fromm Aﬁd in realxty, the Engllsh
language, the tongue of a largely bourge01s group of whltes in
South Africa, has been as alienated and allenatlng as thlsvgroup
of people has been historically; thé‘alienationoof thi5~}anguage
in Africa is analagous to the alienation of thisgbourgeoisié in -
the same place,32 And although in certain fespects‘(though'even
this is to be doubted) the inevitable divoree between a transplantede

,language and an alien land mlght grant it the advantage OE a

.greatet objectivity, this is surely not the case when the subgect
on which it is brought to bear ceases to be political ana1y51s
(for ekample)-and becomes literature. For here a close and indeed
| intimate engagement between language and laﬁd 1s pnecessary if the
literature is not to inherit the estrangement and distantiation

inherent in the concepts of "objectivity", "rationality" and
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ﬁmediation". ‘If, then, '"the épafhy that was a feature-of}'English
pOllthS' \in South Afriéa ces applled equally to the language" 33
its deadnéss can also be attrlbuted to that lack of intimate
involvement with the 1and caused by its being assigned the

bourgegis liberal r8le of "an instrument of reasont.

Lénguagé itself'provides the most crucial indication of the'idéoiogy
at work in a.novel.v A éértain usage of language, a certain style,
both encapsulates and reinforces the ideology which is 6ften'more'
immediately apparent in the contents of a particular text, in its

"ideas". As Terry Eagleton has written:

Languayge, thet most innocent and spontanecus.
- of common currencies, is in reality a terrain
scarred, fissured and divided by the
cataclysms of political history, strewn with
the relics of imperialist, nationalist, S
regionalist and class conflict. The '
‘linguistic is always at base the politico-
linguistic, a sphere within which the
struggles of imperial conqueror with sub-
jugated state, nation-state with nation-
state, region with nation, c¢lass with class
are fought out. Literature is an agent as
well as effect of such struggles, a crucial
mechanism by which the language and ideology
of an imperialist class establishes its
hegemony, or by which a subordinated state,
class or region preserves and perpetuates
at the ideological level an historical
identity shattered or eroded at the political. -
34 ”

Although there dbviously cannot be such a thing as a spedifically

"llberal" usage or "style" of language, and although each 1nd1v1dual v
novelist will tend to create his or her own individual 1d10m and
'will modify it to suit the particular problems he or she is trying

to solve, the characteristic type of language used by the liberal

b

novelists is analagous_to the_liberal ideology itself. - I have _ {
- - ] B A‘—\‘b————s

suggested already that the liberal ideology is a facile one, that

it can take into account only superficially those irrationalities,
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irreconcilable Cdnflicfs, and sufferings which most often give the
' deepest‘sense of life and thus engagg the creativity of‘thé writer
and the attention of the reéder most profoundly. Writing by
‘liberals tends to diéplay a similar orientation and similar
limitations as a result.' It tends to consist of a "surface"”

language, to be cool, level-headed, conversational and anecdotal

¥
v

‘("dhatty"), and to be clean of those 1mponderables, myth and symbel,

If 11berallsn had an aesthetlc First Commandment it would probably
i

be: it must be Rational. And the 1anguage of the 1liberal novel

tends to be that everyday, "ordinary" language which expresses an

automatized experience of the world. This has important consequeﬁceSﬁ

The relation of the literary work to
tordinary language' is relevant ... for it
is in 'ordinary language® that ideoclogy is
produced, carried and naturalized, and the
text's relation to it is a crucial index of
- 1ts ideological character. Apart from the
case of works whose ‘*‘relation' to ordinary
language is one of direct negation -~ those,
for example, written in the alien language
" of an imperial ruling class - every text
“bears some relation to the common discourse
of its society. But there is a.clear '
difference between the text which seems to
reproduce it ... and the work whose devices
radically transmte such speezh. 2%

The "surcace" realism of 11beral language, 1ts "ordlnary" (1 e.
‘bourgeois) nature andvlts heavy reliance upon descriptions of the.

phenomenal world and its paraphenalia, are often nothing more. than

a kind of security. Both for the writer and the reader, thls_typam_

of language along with the conventional "story-line" is the most
easily assimilated,(beqause most traditiénal) and, hence, least
unnerving and threatening form df 1itérary discourse. Consequent ly9
if it is at all the intention of the>writer to try to criticize

or subvert the established order of his society, then his criticism

or subversion would itself be subverted if it is expressed im a

e e e - s e e s - e e e o ey eyt s+ 2w

‘



131

type of lahguagevand through a‘form‘whichvhas already been ; >
"natufalized" by his society. Mlcnel Zeraffa makes this p01nt -
‘when he>writesi "For Dos Passos and Kafka for Musll and

Faulknér, social reallty is literally Eatal to man and humani ty.
But their protest would have stayed é dead letter if these novelists
had not éxpressed this:offence against society‘by means of forms
in themselves offensive to the establlshed order and offlclal

culture.ﬂ36

It 1s clear than muach of the "cr1t1c1sm of llfe" thatk
is to be found in Engllsh south Afrlcan.l;terature, 1fAnot'0vertp'
didactic,"protest",Ais amputated andvcauterized,'as it>wére, by
its 1ackadai§ical'use'd? "ordinéry" language(i.e. the common'
discourse of the white English;bourgeoisie} and its preference for
a form of the novel whiéh is by ﬁo,méans subversive in any way.

But the best way of 111ustrat1ng the 1anguage of llberallsm and its

inadequacies is to compare two passages, gﬁﬁerflrst is from

Dan Jacobson's novella, A Dance In The Sun:

This is a story of what happened once to

myself and a friend, and of what we saw and
heard in a house near & lititle village in

the Xarroo. We were hitching, down to Cape
Town,at the time, from my home~town, -
Lyndhurst, in the northern Cape. -

The first day of our hitch-hike we were
lucky. We made about three hundred miles
on only twoe 1lifts, both of them qulte
pleasant people, and both of them in motor-- o
cars, not lorries. But the next day our L ———
luck changed. We took up our position =
outside the village in which we had spent

~ the night, and stood there for hours, while

~ the sun climbed higher and grew fiercer, . .
and the sky paled, and dust hung in the air
above us. 37 '

"And so on. The second is one of the numbered paragraphs or "snap-

shots"'chosen from J.M. Coetzee's In The’Heartyqf the Country:
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91. " The . schoolhouse is empty. The ashes
in the grate are cold. The rack above the

. stove is bare. The bed is stripped. The
shutter flaps. Jakob and Anna are gone.
They have been sent packing. They have
gone without even speaking to me. I watch
the motes of dust dreamily ascend a shaft
of sunlight. There is what tastes like
blood at the back of my nose but is not.
Truly, events have a power tc move unmatched
by one's darkest imaginings. I stand in

~ the’ doorway breathing fast. 38

Now the first'extract from Jacobson'is‘perfectlyécharacteristic,‘ :
vof hisg generai fictional style (and indeed there is almost no
modulation or change in pitch between his journalism and his flctlon);
:1t is prosalc, "chatty" cool and thin and, in Eagletonts words
quoted above, it 51mply reproduces rordinary?’ 1anguage that

'ordlnary' language which is the vehlcle of the liberal 1deologyo

- But on the other ﬂand "with the extract from Coetzee which is also

- characteristic of his: partlcular style in its 1nten31ty and
subJect1v1ty, one is at once aware that he. ds wsing 1anguage with
an 1nf1n1te1y greater sense of 1ts dramatic p0551b1M“t1esp and
this drama is achleved both through the serles of short, bitten-off
sentences and through the sardonic use of cliché. Coetzee“s style,
veen1nent1y modernlst (post—modernlst mlght be nore accurate), does B
not allow the reader to slip into the narrat;ve;, it dlstances and,
in the Brechtlan sense of the word, "estranges". To enter into

one of the novels or short stories of Jacobson, hOWGV&TPAlS rather
1ike-§lipping into a warm bath; all the Ffamiliar_ and taming*ﬁrops~wf
of conventional reaiiem are there. And although it is one of the - x

the limitations of liberalism in a certain context, this revealing f

i

iprime-intentions-ofwannovella.1ike A Dance In The Sun to . reveal

is undercut by thé liberal language in which it is expressed.

It is little realized, and even more seldom commented upon, that
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the language, form and techniques of traditional'liberal realism
have by now been largely appropriated by journalism. Today the
‘question is whether this realism is-not an»anachronism,vwhether it
is still an appropriate fictionalkmode for dealihg with tHe

present realities of South Africa. Significaﬁtly? the most
accompllshed white Engllsﬂ south African wrlters over the last

- .decade have been those who have been most aware of the povefty of -
the 1iberal 1doology and have consequently adapted and adopted |
those models wnlch came out of what was later to be called the
Modernist movement, one whose 1li terary experiments begaﬁvappearing
in Europe in theAfirstﬁtwo decades of this century. And it is
worth hqting that these'experimentations wefe also 1arge1y a

- response to an historical period in which the'reigning bourgeois
:1deology and the artlstlc Forms appropriate to it had been revealed
as 1nadequate by a new and urprecedented hlstorlcal :eallty./ Fof,
the use of Modernist technlques by writers dike J.M. Coetzee, | -
Athol Fugard, and, increasingly, by Nadine Gordimer, has not been \

simply an instance of a belated, if not 10n§70verdue,'conformity

"to a style which hac long since become 1nt°rnat10na11y fashlonable,

- Its adoption has been made necessarj by the Apartheid state which,

- he

over the same last decade and before, by forc1b;y w1denlng the
rift betweeﬁ races to the point Qf utter estrangement,:has reached
new heights in.its programme of'dehumanizingdall peoplesvin south
 Africa. And since Modernism is tﬁe broad artistic add literaﬁy—¥wm¥d
movement which.has developed those styles and,techniques thrbugh N
- which dehumanization can be most’accurately portrayed (as;well as .
representing a quasi-religious reaction against the arid nature

of liberal bourgeois sdciety); it has been essential Ffor an
adequate treatment by those vriters of that allenatlon, anomie,

bew1lderment about identity, as well as angst, which have been sone
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of the most direct consequences of this programme in white South

frica particularly. Modernist techniques have become an

indispensable means for an effective writing about that sense of
impotence which has become such a feature of certain sectors of
the white world. In general, they have been required for an

adequate portrayal of the destructive reality which we inhabit.

‘In the introduction to this thesis I argued that an approach to
the English South African novel by white writers through the terms . -
of the liberal ideology has the advantage of being able to take

both form and content into account - a relationship which most

' previous criticism has simply ignored in concentrating on either

form or content. As mentioned, the liberal tradition (an ideoiogy) -

and realism (a specific type of literary style) go hand in hand in

South.Affica.39

But the commitment to realism (and, by implicdtiom,
to liberalism), although "tied directly to. the stage of developnent
of south African culture, and further, to the dominant problem of

that culture, racial and linguistic sectioﬁalismw94o

may be said A
- to have been 1argé1y abandoned by now; ”Fdrahistorical.conditions

in south Africa have now developed beyond the point where this
»:iiterary mode and its ideology is”éonsonagf with them., wﬁenv'

Stephen Gray speaks of the difficulties which 0live Schreiner met .
vith}in thé south African context, he is also referriﬂg to all those
.othef novelists (Plomer;'Péton, Jécobson{AGordimer;*and 6thegs)“*-“"
who, in following the liberal tradition initiated by hér, one-which
‘was to become the dominaht tradition in"English Squth African 7
fiction, collided with increasingly severe difficulties of the same

-

sort:

gchreiner, the left-wing reformer, knew that
she was only one against an entire capitalist
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" society that never could, and never would,

afford her thoroughly civilized and
liberal sentiments much currency. The
great liberal British tradition, once it
was applied to. an African colonial
situwation, had to battle against extra-
ordinary tensions in order to survive at
all ... The adventure novel offered easy
solutions to every African dilemma. The
tradition of the liberal realist novel in
South Africa offers few. 41

N
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I

0live Schreinert's The Storv of An African Farm is often regarded
as the Seminal novel in English'SQuth African literature. Apart
from the fact that it was among the first to be publishedv(albeit
in London)‘and to be internationally acclaimed, the most frequent
- reason given for its especial significance by‘later Southern

" African w*lters like Dan Jacobson and Doris Lessing was tnat it
was 11tera11y the first South African novel to make the drab,
uninspiring African lanqscape exploitable for flctlon.1 But a
more important teason, one which is seldom remarked, is that it

_ initiated that liberalftradition which-has become the dominant
one in.English South African fiotion; it was the first to lay
bare a tragic oonfiict that has been the dominant one in so many
English South AfriCEn novels which have followed it in time:
the unequal battie between 1iberal impulses and an illiberal

historical environment .

The Story of An African Farm would apoear to be a confused and

confusing book. Artistically it is confused because, as a novel,
it is badly structured, its coherence is fragmented by Schreiner?®s

- allegorical and rhetorical ihterpolations'and by "the constant
intrusion of the author's.private personality into descriptions

of people and events where it has no placee"2 One instance oF

this confu31on and which betrays—a curious lack of self-recognxtlon
,71n schreiner herself is to be seen in the strange omission of

the novel "ever to explore what is very plainly, to_the most

unsophisticated reader thevprincibal tragedy of the book ~ the

- Fact that waldo does not nag_y Ljndall w3

Its confusing aspect, however, is a result of the ceaseless clash
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in the novel between two matually éxcluéive ways of perceiving

the world it portrays. It is this clash which forms. the structurai
principle of the novel, dictating its rapid shifts and many
contradictioﬁs. In her biography of Schreiner; D.L. Hobman speaks
:of "the rending struggle between a rationalist mind and a mystical

temperament" which is to be found in all Schreiner's work, but

particularly in The Story of An African Farm.4 'This is one -
formulation 6£ those opposite'poles wvhich cause the series of
confusing contradictions which‘abouhd in the booic° But‘
Stephen Gray has béen the only critic.to recognize the extent to

which the novel's nature is determined by this clash:

Schreiner's own inner tensions within +he
novel are complex and even contradictory;

- one cannot see them resolved unless one
arrives at a view of the novel as constructed
out of paradoxes which are, on the face of
it, baffling and exasperating. The novel's
own force is derived from pitting Mill
against Darwin, one feels - how does the
indivisibility of human freeddm apply to
evolving African society? - and pitting
Emerson‘s commitment to social change on the
part of the artist against Spencerts First
Principles which, whatever else it might
stand for, offers the novelist the theme
that all men aspirs from the known towards
the unknowable, which is unchangeable..

These four writers, who are commonly labelled
as Schreiner's sources of inspiration in ,
early reading, set up such antipathies within

the fabric of the novel that part of its
liveliness is derived from her attempts to
resolve them into a total whole. She tries,
but it is perhaps her endurlng strength that
she fails. 5 N —

Given this system of contraries which 1s everywhere apparent in

The Story of An African Farm, it is surprising that no critic of

the novel has ever referred to one of the most famous essays on
-two-antagonistic,-mﬁtually exclusive ways of perceiving:the world,
Isaiah Berlin's study of Tolstoy's conception of history, "The

Hedgehog And The Fox". For, strange as it may Seem, this essay
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on a subject so ostensibly remote, casts more light on the method
at work in Schreiner's novel, as well as on her own split
personality which informs it, than many an essay which is devoted

solely to her. 3Berlin writes of

a great chasm between those, on one side,
who relate everything to a single central
vision, one system more or less coherent
or articulate, in terms of which they
understand, think and feel - a single,
universal, organizing principle in terms
of which alone all that they are and say
has significance - and, on the other side,
those who pursue many ends, often unrelated
. and even contradictory, connected, if at
all, only in some de facto way, for some
phsychological or physiological cause,
related by no moral or aesthetic principle
.o« The first kind of intellectual or
artistic personall <y belomgs te the ,
hedgehogs, the second to the foxes. 6

And one is unavoidably reminded of Olive Schreiner herself when,

in a comparison of Tolstoy and Joseph de Maistre in the same

essay, he goes on to say:

they were united by an inability to escape
from the same tragic paradox: they were »
both by nature sharp-eyed foxed, inescapably
aware of sheer de facto differences which
divide and forces which disrupt the human
world, observers utterly incapable of being
deceived by the many subtle devices, the
unifying systems and faiths and sciences, by
which the superficial or the desperate
sought to conceal the chaos from themselves
and from one another. Both looked for a
harmonious universe, -but everywhere found o
war and disorder, which no attempt to cheat, P
however heavily disguised, could even begin .

to hide; and so, in a condition of final
despair, offered to throw away the terrible
weapons of criticism, with which both, but
particularly Tolstoy, were over-generously
endowed, in favour of the single great

vision, something too indivisibly simple

and remote from normal intellectual processes
to be assailable by the instruments of reason,
and therefore, perhaps, offering a path to
peace and salvation. 7
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For She, tqo, althoughrperhaps not in as marked a way as Tolstoy,
'suffered a‘violent'contradictionAbetﬂeen the data of her experiences
from which she could not liberate herself, and a deeply meta- |
physical belief in the existence of a system torwhich fhey must
belong, whether they appear to’do’so or not, Nowhere is this

contradiction more explicitrthan in The Story of An African Farm;

nowhere are the conflicts it generates so irreconciiablég In this
novel both Schreiner and‘hér-characters os¢illétg vith an almost
monotonous logic and the regularity of metronomes between the
-hedgehog and fox-like wajs of perceiving the world, andtbeing
incapable of reconcilihé thesevﬁays, not beingrablevtd'reject
either the one or-the other, they are torn apart by the conflict
betweeﬁ the two just as TOlStdy himself was torﬁ‘épart in al

particularly tragic way.

:The eSpecial péwer and influence which Thexsfory_of‘An African Farm
has had 6ver geherations of readers, and still retainsutoday, is
not so much beéause,‘in the words of Doris iéssing, it has the
final effect of expressing “an endeavour, a kind of hunger, that l
Vpassionate desire for growthkand.understanding, &hich is Eﬁe
deepest puise of human being‘s"‘,8 but because.of the clésh it
contaihs between the monist and pluralist attitudes towards life, -
a clash which is expressive of ongvof thé déepest-fensions in the
'humaﬂnpsyche, As W.J. Harvey has written: "novelié%s are uéﬁéll?“*’
foXesrby naturerand the fascination offered usvbyrmany ﬁodern;; W
novelists.ig the internal conflict displayed in their work between
the pluralistic fox andrthebmonistic hedgehognﬂg That intense
questing on the fart of Waldo and Lyndall vhich defines the power
of the novel would be considerably less compelling if it were

not arconsequence of this clash. Waldo's obsessed religious
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struggles would not move the reader so much if they were nof set
against his secular cravings for human knowledge and his anguished
-perceptibn of nofhing more thanm a "blind chance sporting" after
the loss of his.faith.v Likewise, the gullible German overseer's
simple-hearted faith and belief in God, which deludes him into

-~ seeing goodness at the very_hearf'of evil, would be flaccid if it
were not immediately contrasted with Lyndall'é fox—iike intéllect‘
vhich, in Quesfioning almost everything, shiversithe world into

pieCes.1Q’

The opp051fion between honism and pluralism, which giﬁes the novel
its apparently confusing>aspect,'also operatesvarfistically as a
kind of ironic method, a balancing principle through which one
form of 1life, activity, of:inCident,miSHSét‘against aﬁothef and .
serves to undermine the significance of the other. Thus the -
idealized image of the African'plain under .the full moonlight in
the Famous opening passage of the book is immediately undercut by
the image of Tént' Sannie in her sleep, andbis~supplanted atvthe
.very beginning of the next chapter, "TheHSécfiPice”, by the

_ cdﬁnter-image of an arid,»treeleég and burnt-out 1andscapej. "The
Earﬁ by daylight was not as the farm by moonlighta The plain was
a wveary flat of loose red sand sparsely éoveredlby dry karroo

bushes, that cracked beneath the tread like timber, and showed
11 ‘
"

the red earth everywhere. Like a later writer.in a simildr

semi-colonial situation, the Australian Patrick White, whose
fictional techniQue'so often consists of pitting a fiercely
satirical treatment of suburban Australia against a deadly serious
portrayal of Qﬁtcaét seers on the borders of society, Schreiner
balances opposites by juxtaposing the frequently groteséue comedy

of much of the 1life on the African farm with the deadly serious,
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4and'indeed deadly and deadening, questS~oE1herroutsiders, Lyhdallﬁ
and waldo, with their ardent'desiree<for God; enligﬁtenmeht or
emancipation. Thus the sadistic scene of Waldo's terrible whippiﬁg
’by Bonaparte Blenkins is counterpointed in the immediately

'following sectiOn of the book by the comedy of the lafter being

- drenched by a tub of cold.pickle wvater, heavy with_ribs and
shouiders. And thus agaiﬁ,”when waldo is once;ﬁore«ih a rhépsody'

of joykover his eenee of fhe nearness of God to him, the sheep

turn to look at hlm with thelr "senseless eyes”™ and Bonaparte Blenkins
is conductlng a Parc1ca1 and hypocritical cnurch service in the

farmhouse in order to. win over the affectlons of Tant' Sannle.v

This ironic method which runs through the novel finallyvcancels

out whatever affirmation might be Ffound, vhatever assertion might

be made. Negative follows positive, positive foliows negative
;until'nothing can either be denied or affirmed~‘ everything reveals
an essentlal emptlnesso' The pe531mlsm whlch Lollows from the use
 of this method is further reflected 1n Schrelner's despalrlng
recogthJon that everythlnq has a prlce and that progress in one
_direction entalls regression in anoLherz ﬁAll things on earth

. have their price;"and for truth we pay the dearest; We’berter e
it For love and sympathy. The road to honour is paved with thorns;

‘but on the path to truth at every stepvyOu’set your foot down
’ ,,12

on your heart. Thls is Eurther empha31zed in a Eollow1ng

passages '"You never shed a tear or create a beautiful image; oP
‘quiver with emotion, but you pay for it at the practlcal, calculatingv

end of your nature. You have just so much force: when the one

nl3

channel runs.over the other runs dry. But as will be seen,

-

the pessimiSm of schreiner's vision in The Story of An African Farm, —

a pessimism so deep-rooted that it ¢an prompt her to conclude that
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"it was all a play, and no one could. tell what it had lived and

worked Eor" that both human and animal endeavour of every sort

was "a str1v1ng, and a striving, and an ending in nothing“,14

is a consequence of those lacerating oscillations between monist
and pluralist 1mnerat1ves which govern the movement of the novel

Her nihilistic conclusions are by no means unlversal or eternal,

‘they arise dlrectlv out of an experience of life on the African

farm. .

‘It is because both Lyndall and Waldo repeatedly fail to realize

their plurallst de51res For educatlon, knowledge and society in
their colon1a1 world that they resort to monlst Fanta31es, the

latter prov1de a means of ratlonallzlng their respective failures.

‘His God having failed him, his attempt to establish himself in

the world outside the African farm having shattered him, and wiéh
Lyndall finally having abandoned him through her death, Waldo
retreats first into a form of nature mysticism which glues
together his shattered 1life under a principie.of "Universal Unity",
and then into death, Lyndall, having been'endlessly frustrated

in her desire to achieve the full realization of herself on the

earth, and‘having‘failed to her attempt to find a life consonant

_with her ideals, resorts on her death-bed to a form of metaphysics

whlch re-unites her with essentlally rellglous pr1nc1p1es.  Like
the heroine of Patrick White's Voss (1954)P Laura Trevelyan,-whow—WW<h
cries out at the height of her delirium that when rman is truly —
humbled, when‘he has learnt thatvhevis not God, then'he is nearest

to becoming so",15

Lyndall finally interprets her mamy trials
and sufferingslin'essentially'monist, religious terms and perceives
a purification and redemption through pain, a resurrection through

a descent:
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And she said, in a voice strangely unlike
- her own, 'I see the vision of a poor weak

soul striving after good. It was not cut

short; and, in the end, it. learnt, through

tears and such paln that holiness is an

infinite compassion for others; that great-

ness is to take the common things of 1life

and walk truly among them; that* - she

moved her white hand and laid it on her

Forehead ~ thappiness is great love and

much serving. It was not cut short; and

it loved what it had learnt - it loved -

and ~-' 16 :

It is because the liberal, pluralist desires of %hese characters
are defeated by the enormous constraints of the historical context
in which they are attempting to realize thém, because their
various longings bring them nothing but suffering and desolation,
tauat they resort to religious fentasies aui their pluralism
 becomes a monism.

Indeed, Schreiner never fails to introduce the religious or quasi-
religious solution at those critical moments in her novel when all

secular strivings would appear tc have been‘in vaina In this-

never Ealled to 1nvoke God 1n order to cement tqgether the crapks
vhich they sensed were wideniﬁg in their cosmos. It would seem
as if the ever-present agony, whether of Schreiner or her prinéipalA
characters, waldo and Lyndall (and in many instances it is clearly
both;- Schrelner and her caaracters are. 1nd1v151b1e), is forever
propelling them into the rarefled air of metaphyslcs, as 1£

through this form of levitation a meaning could be‘found»in their
"sufferings and a substance could be given to their lives which are

S0 hollowed out by manifold pain - the substance of a faith,'a

redeeming vision, a certainty and its security.
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“This rage for transcendenéé, especially‘efident in the careers ofv'<
Lyndall and waldo, only'becomesAexplicable when it is seen as a

- reaction against the pain of consciousness which'fraétures the

| self, and as an ekpression of the resultant psychic need to find

the security of a permanent calm harbour in the midst of a worldA

of ceaseless flux in which nothing can béApérmanently possessed,

lesast of all the_truth,v But the mechanism behiﬁd'this persisteﬁt Ffeat
of transcendence, whether it inﬁolves.a leap towards God, to the |
unity of nature, or to the comforting, undiffereﬁtiated universe -
 0£ childhood before the corrosive worm of thought”has sundered the
‘world with its doubting;, is clearly psychological. In all cases

the métaphysics or fantasy functions as a compensatory or.cbns
solatory device in order to render the unliveable~nature of a

present reality bearabie.r Writing of Schreiner in his introduction

to the Penguin edition of The Story of An African Farm,

Dan Jacobson has observed:

She invariably -took upon herself the pain

- of speaking up for the humiliated and
oppressed - Boers, blacks, women, Jews;
and what could be more selfless than that?
She always pleaded Ffor tenderness anad v
candour in human relationships; ' and what
could be more generous? She always tried
to envisage a future in which man's finest
aspirations would be realized; and what
could be more helpful and undaunted? But
again and again the effect would be to
transcend the torments of.-the present by A .
a feat of moral and rhetorical levitation = - _. _ |
which ultimately strikes the reader as m——
having an inner meaning or impulsion quite ' - '
opposite to that intended. It begins to
strike him as strangely selfish, uncaring,
preoccupied far more with reassuring the
speaker than with ministering to the needs
of those to whom, or of whom, she is
speaking. ...

The relevance of this mode of lacerated
self-exaltation to several passages of
The Story of An African Farm should be
‘plain enough to any reader. 17
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Yet even'though'thevmetaphysical Flights of botH'Schreiner and

her protagonists, Waldo énd Lyndali,'are blatént evidence of the
fpsycholdgiéal truism’that those who are trapped or severely hamp- -
ered in some way by circumstances will‘invariaﬁly_attempt some
form of sublimafion, that if the earth preéents insurmountable

barriers_people will transcend these‘through fantasy, WhatAreQuires

attention is not so rmuch the plethora'of crude fantasy in The Sto

ofVAn‘APrican‘Fa:m but the actual social, hiStorical conditions

described by the novel which would seem to inspire it. For a
curious paradox is atvonce apparent when one tries tovépecify the
monists and pluralistsAin the novel. On first sight, the pluralists
would seem to be those Characters who seek'a'richnéss‘and vériety :
of life: Lyndall and, to a lesser extent, Waldo. Yet the N
implacable envirOnméntal obstacles which confront them on'evéry
Vside and whichAprevent them from achieving that 'fihenesérof 1ifes
towards whiéh they aspire,‘transform'them~into‘monistskwho come

to have an especial dread of the plural nature of the world. in ‘
the end, their respective failures to find éfrichnéss of life lead
them to hunger for just one thing: fof féleaSe from suffering,
for-peace~and:se?epity, énd for an existence subsumed under one
heavenly principle rather than many earthlj ones. At the close

of the bdok,'their-hungér is not for a"libera1'<world (that is, -
a world in which liberal values have some efficacy) but Ffor |
compléte liberation from the wofld“as such. 'They;eﬁd up by s

desiring salvation.

Thus the internal dynamic of the novel, those shifts between monismr
and pluralism already describéd, is not solely the reflection of
an autonomous psychological process in the mind of Olivé-Schreiner,

or in the minds of her characters. Those confusing swings between
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two ways pf]percgiving the World which characterize thebnovel and
which give to it its great artistic power, those Swings between

a perception of thé‘world as diverse, secular, plural, and the
opposing desire to see its very diversity unified byka single
metaphysical principle which woﬁld give coherence to the weltering
chaos of reality, are determined by the particular conditions of
life on a Xarroo farm in ﬁineteénth century colonial Soéuth Afrida;
Even morebspeciEiCally, this flux is caused by t?e'cqhtradictionSj
which fesult when an idédlogy, the product of Western European
liberal thought and derived by Schreiner from her reading, is
imposed on an African'éblonial setting vhere it.ﬁimply has no place.
The'no§e1's internal dynémic is in fact determined by its external
dynamic, by thevcbnflictéridden rélationship it establishes between

an ideology and a certain historical situation.

i3

II

’The Story of An African'Farm is primarily dftragic drama of the

FPate of the liberal impulse in a coloniéi'milieu of such cultural
deprivation ahdAimpoveriShment that this impulée never has the
possibility of‘béiﬁg anything other than frustrated and déoméd.'
ChristoPhér'Heywood has written: ;"In her [Schréiner';]'novel,

as in many others'which handle the double face of éolonial society,
the tragic view ofylife derives from déspair_abou; the efficacy-—of—-
“the liberal impulse,"18 Though the novel reéords manj sorts of o
'conflict,‘the méjor conflict in it is set‘inkmotioﬁ through an
ideology being imposed upon a situation which‘is radically hostile
to it and which doesg not provide those condi tions ih:which its

values could take root and flourish. As in a later south African

novel, william Plomer's Turbott Wolfe (1925), SChreinerFs novel
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is ceaselessly concerned with pitting a Eurbpean ideology agaihst
a certain modus vivendi in Africa. And since the battle between
the two takes place on the African soil, it is as if the‘contest

is rigged; Africa always wins.

This conflict issues in both farce and trégedy° The enormous
.discreoency between western European liberal ideals and the
1nhosp1tab1e African terrain creates that radlcal dlsgunctlon and
inequality between values and facts which is so often the
essential cause of both_laughtereand death. The liberal ideologyi
 which Schreiner utilizes was fhe product of_e highly developed,
industfialized European society and an histofically advanced
bourgeoisie. Since no similar society existed in South Africa in
- the nineteenth-centﬁry, the values‘she'adheres to are consigned
to a vacuum; - = they remain'utterly alien and ineppropriate,eanam
particularly so in the backveld world which her novel describes.

| And given the extent ofAthis discrepancy, it is no wonder fhat it
should frequenfly fesult in comedy; nor is it any wonder that

the champion of Schreinerfs liberal ideaie iﬁ the novel Lyndall,
should be llterally choked to death as long as she remains the
"-dogmatic advocate of them 1n the nineteenth century Karroo environ-
ment. For, as she sayS'to_Waldo, "there is not room to breathe

here; one suffocates. "19

The depth of the European influence present in The Story,of_Ane

African Farm is most immediately'apparent on a purely literary

level, in the extent to wvhich it is influenced by nineteenth
 century English fiction. However much it has been admired for its
_indigenous, "African" quality, this influence is particularly

strong:



151

The setting of Schreiner's novel is, or was
in 1883, unique in being an ostrich farm
in the semi-desert country of the Xarroo.
Her intimate knowledge of the terrain and
her faithful recreation of its details
give to this setting a particular atmos-
‘phere and poignancy. But to speak of her
novel as if it were a kind of social and

- political safari 'about' an African farm
would be equivalent to speaking of Conrad's
stories as about the sea or Wutherin
Heights as about the Yorkshire moors ...
Trhe archetypal and epic images “through which
the young Olive Schreiner, instinctively
perhaps, mythologised the colonial raw
material of her novel should establish her
kinship with Bronte, Conrad or even with
the poet Emily Dickinson ... Schreiner's
~emphasis in the opening chapters of the -
novel is not on the geographical peculiar-
ities of the African landscape but on the
spiritual insomnia of the boy wWaldo. The
repeated evocations of Biblical metaphor
place his loss of caste and of faith at

the centre of a European literary tradition.:

20 ' '

Dan Jacobson pinpoints i1ts dependency on English fiction with even

-

greater accuracy:

The Story of An African Farm is.in many

respects, some of them damaging to it, a

very 'literary' plece of work; -the fruit

in places more of reading than of life.”

It could hardly be otherwise. Even

Bonaparte Blenkins -~ tramp, rogue, sadist,

and comic, one of the liveliest of the

novel's inventions -~ owes much to other

books. Sometimes he talks like Mr Jingle

of Pickwick Papers; sometimes he preaches

like Mr Chadband of Bleak House. As for -

Lyndall, the doomed, Imperious heroine, :

who goes through the novel complaining - e
‘that her heart is dead, that she is incap- )
able of feeling, but who is shown to us -
as never finding anyone worthy of her high

emotions - she, too, is not an unfamiliaxr

Pigure to any reader of Victorian fiction.

21

This European influence is more subtly betrayed by the controlling
effect which Eufopé has on the Véfy'fantasy¥life_o£ the children

on the farm. The child.Lyndallfs:dreams of future wealth and
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finery are literally deterﬁined by the picturé of a woman on a
fashion-sheet in Tant! Sannie's bedroom; a picture that clearly
comes from a met:opolitan, overseas centre. Evén her deepest
aspirations for a power, a singleﬁéss of mind and purpose which

would 1lift her above the limiting constraints .of her environment,

3

and‘which‘are,foreshadowed in the following passage, are inspiredb

by the remote example of Napoleon Bonaparte:

'He was one man, only one,' said her little
companion slowly, ‘'yet all the people in the
world feared him. He was not born great, he
was common as we are; yet he was master of
the world at last ... he had what he said he
would have, and that is better than being
. happy ... He was one man, and they were
many, and they were terrified at him. It
was glorioustt 22

However, the European influence on the novel, one which is so

apparent in the above examples, is most signfficantly at work in

the liberalism which informs the novel. .

This liberalism, the céntral element iﬁ schféiner's European
arproach to Africa,;is not a’political libéraiism, The latter form
.of 1ibe£alism is_exﬁressed ﬁost"ciearly inia'number of'specificélly
"~ political and sociolbgical works which She wrote loﬁg after IEE

Story of An African‘Farm, in Thoughts on South Africa, written in

1891 and 1892 but only published after her death by her husbang,

3 fne T

and in arpamphiet called Closer Union, published in 1908.2

apolitical character of the liberalism in’the novel is<qﬁite
understandable; there isvno'social base for any political programmes
‘of any sort in the world which it depicts. Since that metrdpolitan,
industrialized‘society from which Lynda11°s European iiberal‘ideals
‘stem is scarcely duplicated by her Xarroo wdrld; sihce'itvcontains

nothing which might sustain her longing Ffor emancipation, knowledge
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and a love of the beautiful, and since a society as such is hardly:
constituted by the bleak, agrarian environment of the farm, it is
not“surprising that the‘specific form or'strandvof liberalism to

be found in The story of An African Farm, and embodied in the

career of Lyndall, is that of "aesthetic individualism®, which is.

defined above all by the pursuit of self»realizationn_

It is the very absence, if not complete lack of a civilized society

on ‘the Afrlcan farm which gives rise to an undue emphasis belng

Dlaced upon the 1nd1v1dual. Living in an environment which nei ther

.Waldo nor she has the power to transform into a c1v111zed world,

Lyndall can flnd no-hlgher-value than herselfo Indeed, it is this
very factor which.stimulates the individualism of other characters
ih‘the'noVel ae well;‘althcugh the self—seeking and self-serving
ends of persons like Gregory Rose, Tant? Sannie_and Bonaparte‘-w

Blenkins cannot be described as being liberal in any'waya

- Michel Zeraffa, writing of a number of Europeaen and American

A,
.

| novelists, makes the following points which*are of the utmost

relevance to The_stgrv of An African Farm: "In the novels of

proust, Virginia Woolf, Thomas Mann or Dos Passos one finds that

. the individuality of the character or of the narrator liesvin the

uery'fact that they can novlonger be ihdividuals,‘members of a
social group.. Their'basic attachment to thefﬂself' as the sole .
authent1c value demonstrates that they are not the creatures of
a Balzac1an society, where the 1nd1v1dua1 was related to soc1ety_-
as a uord is.to sentence."24 For lt is precisely becauée there

ig no autaentlc soc1ety in the context of the African Earm that -

Lyndall ends up by ch0051nq self rather than world and become; so

'extremelv alienated. Her intense liberal 1nd1v1duallsm, her

fervent desire for self-real1zat10n and for a quality of ‘1ife which
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would raise her above the levelling effects of her environment is
a direct response to an impoverished colonial milieu which can

sustdain no collective values.

. Lyndall herself would seem to embody the precept that the only
' meaningful life is a 1life that strives for the individual'realization
- absolute and unconditional - of 1ts own Dartlcular 1aw,-'Thev |

overwhelmlng predominance in The Story of An Afrlcan Farm of the

desire to Fu1£111 this law is the major indication of the fact

that the liberal ideology'is the informing one in the book: ahd

‘it also establishes the book's place in the mainstream of nineteenth
veentury‘European fiction far more effectively than its 1i terary

"borrowings" might ever do.

But‘as the novel itseifbshows, the obstacles in the face of
acn1ev1ng the spec1£1ca11y European 11beral»1dea1 of self~reallzat10n
in the context of nineteenth century colonlal South Africa are both
numerous and enormous. The hegemony of religion and superstition

in the colony reduCes both wWaldo and hiswfather to ignorant slaves
of‘illusion;A 1t contrlbutes to their demlse rather than to thelr
personal growth. The reactlonary nature of the colonlal attltude
towards 1i terature and learnlng,kand which is so wellvlllustrated'
in the book-burning epiSode inrwhiCh Bonaparte Blenhins’and Tant*
Sannie happiiy indulge their bigot;y,.is scareelywcohducive td"that"“
process 5f education updn which the whole nqtion of self—realiéatigh
so much depends. . Nor are there great possibilities for the

liberal spirit in a world which is so much a prey to colonial
adventurers 1like Bonaparte Blenkins;‘to people who, in the well-

' chosen words of Hannah Arenat, felt and found in Southefnforica

in the nineteenth century "the impact of a world of infinite
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possibilities for crimes committed in the soirit of play, for the
eombinafionAof horror and laughter, that is for the full realioation
of their own phantom-like existence."zs.'The irrational quality of
kliEe, which is forever sﬁb?erting anf attempts to ratiOnElly} |
comprehend it, is a feature of the world of the African Farin which
the novel emphasizes time and again. Moreover this world whose
material, snlfltual and cultural Doverty is evoked by Schrelner ‘s

use of a kind of desert or "wastelandfB symbollsm for it, contalns

no institutions which mlght promote and safeguard the freedoms

which Lyndall and Waldo are struggling to acquire. There.is no

social basis which might affirm and give'a coherence and cohesion

to their values.

intentions in the context of nineteenth century Europe, and which
might be fulfilied there without much'frustratioﬁ and anguieh,"
become in the semi-desert of the Xarroo a kind of madness. Lyndall
grows almost manic in her hunger to achleve self—reallzatlon and

thereby to transcend her pltlful locale. And this has a number of

important consequences.

The Storv of An African Farm is most frequently criticized for its

cursory and insubstantial treatment of the blacks who appear in it

from time to time. Jean Marquard is representative of this

characteristic criticism when she writes:

The limitation of Schreiner's vision -
obvious to a modern reader but hardly
surprising in a Victorian -~ is in her
failure to give any significant role to
the blacks in her story. The alienation
of the whites - and particularly of the
English since the 'Boers' in the novel
have put down roots and staked their
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~claim in the land =~ is passionately realized.
Through Waldo and Lyndall Schreiner's com-
passion for the oppressed is voiced, but it
'is directed chiefly against the oppressors
of women, children, animals and individuals.
She does not recognise racial oppression as
such and she never seriously questions the
right of the whites to control the land and
its people ... The coloured and African
servants on the farm are only marginal
Figures in the novel. 26 '

3ut it must be emphasized that this failure of vision is a direct

consequence of the primary focus of the novel on self-realization.
With its overwhelming, obsessed Focus on this, the cursory treatment

of the blacks becomes quite understandable and even logical.

- "Since they contribute nothing to Lyndall’s sense of self, since

they are soleiy part of tiae degraded, “Failein™ farm world; they

~ literally do not exist. Indeed, in the light of her primary

intentions, they literally cannot exist. And heﬁce'it might be-
said that Schreiner's faulty vision is a direct COnsequence of the
inadequacy of hervliberal idéology, It iéﬂﬁdt simpiyAan artistic
failure. | |

S — .

A Further}conséquenée of this ideology is the‘fafce it creates,
6né cOnspicuous éxamplé of the 1ibera1, Eﬁropean'”sublime"
becomingrthe Soﬁth African "ridiculous" is‘tb»be found in the
polemicton the oppressién of women which Lyndailvdelivers to‘a

dumb -and uncompréhending waldo after her return to the farm From

some yéars‘of schooling. This‘speech,rdelivered next to an ostrich

camp and not in a lecture hall in Europe, consequentiy becomes,

Adespite the intrinsic value of many of the ideas she proclaims

‘and arguments she puts forward, nothing less than a farce. The

essential import of Lyndall's speech is not to be found in'thev
perhaps remarkable Fact that Olive Schreiner could have entertained

her Feminist convictions so long before feminism itself became
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“a widespread issue in Europe and America, and that, in the words
of Doria,Lessing, she was "a'Suffragette béfore there were any",27
- but in theVludicrous aspect it comes to have in a situation in
'which‘Tant' Sannie's passionate religious belief in marriage and
childbearing as’thevmost appropriate rd8les for women is, in fact,

the one which is most consonant with the world ~ the novel depicts.

But a final consequence.of Lyndall?s 1iberalism,;ahd one WhiCh’iS
most 51gn1f1cant in that it reveals the llmLtatlons of her 1deologyg
is the human 1solatlon it creates, an isolation which ultimately

- comes close tovcausingithe disintegration of her personalitY, For
the persisteht theme of human solitude in the novel is not Only a
reflection of the 1solat10n of the African world 1tse1£ remote,
cut off, and 1nt°rnally d1v1d°d. It is also a reflectlon of -
Lyndall®s individualism. The following wellnknbwn sentence, Qﬁ;ch
comes jusf after Lyndall has delivered her .feminist lecture to
Waldo, is again a reflection of that divorce betweenahuman beings
'which her liberal ideology creates: "Perhaﬁs'shefthought of the
harrowness of the limits within’which a human soul may speak and
beAunderstood by its nearest of mental kin, of hOW'soon‘itvreaChes

®
that solitary land of the 1nd1v1dua1 experience, in whlch no

fellow-footfall is ever heard "28

The consequences of Lyndall?s allenatlng 1nd1v1duallsm are cleaxﬁyf"“
spelt out in the psychologlcal effect it has upon her. For her |
scornful rejection of the 1solated hell of her colonial world only
‘plunges her into the even more isolating heLl and prison of herse1f°
] oam so tired. There is llght, there 1is warmth * she wailed:

twvhy am I alone, so hard, so cold? I am so weary OF‘myéelf!; It

is eating my soul to its core - self, self, self! I cannot bear
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this 1life! T cannot breathe, I cannot live' Wlll nothing. free me,

from myself?'"29

This outburst of hers 1s not solely the
desperate confession of a frustrated Victorian female stereotype.
ALyndall is cold, dead, and alone,-becausetshe’remains passionately.
attached to an ideal of herself which her particular society cannct
vpossibly affirm. ‘Lackingtthisvaffirmation, she cannot escape,the
constricting dominance of her ego wvith its impuise to.aCQuirei
personal power and satisfaction. In the heart of the African worid
she cannot find a supraoersonal value or object which accepted

as belng above personal needs and wishes, would claim a complete
and uncondltlonal alleglance, and which would supersede the clalms
- 0of her blologlcal and,personal needs,< Her failure to achleve her
ideals throws her back ontopher‘self'and precipitates‘the'disinm
tegration of her personality The painfulkehd‘to her life'and

her lonely death express most telllngly the 11m1tat10ns of the

11bera11sn whlch she has pursued pf< Co e

ITT

The Storv of An Afrlcan Farm then, is a remarkable novel not so

'wuch because it 1s the product of Schrelner dlpplng her brush into
the grey South African plgments around her, but because it is the

- first Engllsh South Afrlcan novel to reveal ‘those confllctsgpboth

comic and tragic, generated by an imported European 11berallsm*““*_”
being imposed upon South African historical conditions. It is i
the'first to record the harrowino effects of a disjunction between
two completely separate worlds, between an historical 31tuatjon'
and’ an 1deology which 1is utterly forelgn to it.

0y

Nevertheless, the fact that both Waldo and Lyndall are finally
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destroyed by the rending contradictions between their ideals and

‘their immediate environment should not be read simnly as Schreiner's

implicit~CommentA§n the illiberal natuferof South African colonial
,society; their deaths are also an implicit criticismkéf the
liberal ideology itself. However, Schreiner herself does not seém
to be sufficiently aware of this even though the cohtradictions

in Lyndail's élitistvaspirationsvare clearly reirealéd° The -

essential question which the novel as a whole poses is nothing
. : . H

‘like the vague and abstract one which Nadine Gordimer considers

30

it to be asking: "What is the life of man?® It is far more

- specific than this. The novel is asking what possibilities exist

for the liberal impulse in South Africa. And its answer is that

there are none. English South African literature thus begins,

in effect with a dead—end with a novel which ends up by defeating
its own premises and whlch declares the nullity of that which it

wishes to afflrm, the liberal approach9 in the world vith which

it is dealing.

‘But the crucial point is that this defeat leads neither Schreiner

nor her'characters to question the value of the liberal ideology.

piscussing the images of the world present in the work of Racine;-
Pascal, Dostoyevsky and Kiefkegaard, Michel'zeraffa remarks that

these arose in the first place from the realization by these-writers:

“that the relationships actually prevailing in society were

irreconcilable with the ideas and values to which they, as writers

~and philosophers, were attached. ‘He goes on to say: . vLife, in

 their eyes, is made up of insoluble conflicts. Yet this view of

reality does not make them inclined to question their system of

~ values. On the contrary, for them the split is not between the



160
concrete and the abstract but botween contingent Facts and universal‘
ideas - hence the imbortance of the 1dea of renunciation, which
dominates the work ofuPascal and the other three writerso"31r
" Sschreiner, too,ynever considers any other system of values; the
more her 1iberalism is thwarted and undermined by circumstances

the more tenaciously she clings‘to it, till a destructive deaGIOCku
‘is finally reached. This deadlock, too, can only be resoived
through the idea of renunciationn Thus, all of Lyndall'

endeavours evaborate in her Final religious humbling, whilst Waldo
lapses into resignation and quietism. Although this might'provide
the novei with an artistically satisfying close; with the catharsis
that comes with ali_passion having beenispenty it leaves the |
central question which the novei poses, that of theAPOSSibilitieS'
]QP liberalism in South Africa;‘completely unanswered. 1In fact,
this question is unanswerable because the novei neverYCOnsidersn
any alternativevsystem of values; And itgis for this reason, as

much as for its blatant faults as a novel, that The Story of_An

African Farm is a radically’unsatisfactory work of art. «

Despite the v131onaryP mystical nature of this novel despite the
abundance of dream and allegory which it contains it would be fair
to conclude that it is lacking in vision, and particularly so if
by the word nyision® is meant an‘especially’acute'perceptiOn of
the future. Schreiner's vision culminates in a dead;end; in.m
blindness. In the light of this, it perhaps‘becomes more easy-to
’explain why she turned more and more to sociological analeis'in
her later WOrk | This mignt not necessarily have been because, as
Ursula Laredo ‘has maintained, her real 1nterest all along "lay in
sociological analysis, and in political prediction, not in plot-

32

making or creation of character", but because the liberal vision
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vhich she adhered to in-Thé Story of An African Farm presented her .

with no practical possibilities. Being incapable of conceiving
of an alternative vision, an alternative ideology, it may be that

she was driven to a type of writing and activity which was geared

- to more immediate practical and political matters - just as

william Plomer may have felt compelled to leave South Africa after

having shown the nullity of the liberal ideology in Turbott. Wolfe
' 33
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I

To a far greater degree than The Story of An African Farm,

William Plomer's Turbott Wolfe (1926) is a novel which is disfigured

by the sheer incompetence of much of the writing which it contains
"and by the many flaws in its structure. These are far more

pronounced than in Schrelner's novel° All too often the fact that

Turbott wolfe was written by a mind scarcely Out of adolescence isg
clearly evident, andkparticuiarly so in theAsecond—rate lyricism |
of Wolfe's poetic effusions over the black woman Nhliziyombi,with B
whom he falls vainly in 1ove and in his sneeringftonefof adoiescent~
disillusionment and,bit%erneés which prevéils throughout the ‘book.
The spec1flcally 11terary faults of thls novel wvere probably ous,~~ |

lined once and for all by Plomer himself in hlS discussion of his

‘intentions in Turbott Wolfe which he 1ncluded in his autobiography

—

Double,lees:

My impulse was to present, in a fictional
form, partly satirical, partly 1ynica1
‘partly Eantastlc, some of my own 1mpre3510ns
of life in Africa and to externalize the
turmoil of Eeellngs they had ‘aroused in me.
I had no intention of drawing a selE-Dortralt
or of giving a naturalistic account of '
African life., Somebody called the book
texpressionist?, and like many first books -
- it exaggerated the literary faults and
- excesses of its period. To speak of it as
a novel is perhaps a misnomer: 1it was a
.violent ejaculation, a protest, a nightimare,
a phantasmagoria - which the dictionary ‘
defines as 'a shifting scene of real or L
imagined figures'. Judged as a novel it is R —
very deficient. By realistic standards, ‘ T
the story of the plot is exiguous and some=
what absurd, and it was not even well
constructed. The main characters are
neither well drawn or convincing, the
- development is episodic, and the whole pro-
ceeding is crude and immature, and disfigured
by an unpleasant superficial smartness or
“vulgar cleverness. Nevertheless, the book.
is not wholly without merit. If it was
crude, 1t had vitality; some of the minor
characters are noted with skill and true
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feeling, and there are scenes, passages and
phrases which are at least not banal. 1In
my opinion its justification was that of an
original sketch book, an outburst of poetic
frenzy on the part of a soclitary and emotional
youth who had not yet reduced his thoughts
to order but had reacted convulsively to his
surroundings; and also (in the words of,
surprisingly, a South African critic writing
fifteen years after its appearance) as a
‘picture of a world *dominated by race fear
and race hatred*® and 'a revelation of
savadgery 1in a vaunted civilization®'. 1

Given the many artistic faults of the novel, the;ineffectualnéss
of Turbott Wolfe himself as a narrator and the lack of focus in

the scattered materials of the novel;? the important place which

Turbott Wolfé is usually assigned in English South African

literature camnot be due to its literary merits; = judged by‘these'
alone it would scarcely warrant any place”at all. Rather, the
significance attributed to it is a result of the nniqﬁe vision ™
which it 1is claimed to contain. Nadine Gog@imer gave the reason

for the high estimation of Turbott Wolfe when she wrote in a

review of the novel on its republication in 1965 that it was "the

only novel of poetic vision to come out of our. country since

3

Olive Schreiner's Story of An African Farm®.~” And this "viSion" 

" is to be found not only in the trenchant criticisms which the

- novel makes of the white colonial ethos in South Africa and the
perceptive way in which it uncovers many of -the hypocrises implicit
in white colonial attitudes, but dlso in its pioneering.tréagmgggﬂ;ﬁm
of racism. In short, its importanCe might be saiévfo be historical .

rather than literary. The advance it makes on previous English

south Africah novels, and particularly on The Stonz_of An African
Farm, is in its cognizance of the importance of racism, something
which Schreiner ignoredvér passed,by almost completely in her
novel. Laurens van der Post was surély referring to just this

feature of the novel when he wrote in his introduction to the 1965
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- edition that for "the first time in our literature, with Turbott

WOlEe, a writer takes on the whole oP South African life.

Suddenly the barrlers are down and 1mag1nat10n at last keeps open

house in a d1v1ded land. n

The racial theme is in fact 1ntroduced almost at the very beglnnnng_

- 0f the novel, in Turbott WOlfe S realrzatlon after his visit to

‘the mlsslonary Nordalsgaard:

-over the absolutely central r8le which liberalism plays in it.

There would be conflict between myself and
the white; there would be conflict between
myself and the black. There would be the
uwnavoidable question of colour. It is a
question to which every man in Africa,

~ black, white or yellow, must provide his
owa aaswver. 5 v '

Nevertheless, if thls novel was the first to establlsh a theme

wnlch was to become an obsession with later South African wrlters,

it is also exemplary in that, in the words:of Martin Tucker, it

"may be said to be the prototype of the modern liberal protest in

fiction against anartheid."6 Indeed, it isﬁfhe novel?s 1iberalism
vhich is its most significant feature since it determines both

the nature of the protest which is made against racism in the

novel and is also responsible (more than any other factor) for the

fateful course of events which it records, for the fatal careers

of Turbott Wolfe and the Reverend Rupert Friston, the two major

characters in the book. With one exception, however, previous

criticism of Turbott Wolfe has never failed to ignore or to gless

7

To a very great degree, Plomer's first novel reiterates the sorts

of conflicts which were to be seen in The Story of An African Farm.

And, as in the latter book, it is primarily the:liberalism which

informs it which is responsible for the emergence of these conflicts.
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II
Before specifying the way in which liberalism is at work in Turbott
wolfe, it is essential to take into account the particular historical

background to the novel. Turbott Wolfe, it must be stressed, is

simultaneously a novel which concerns a colonlal milieu and it is

also itself a colonlal novel

It is not difficult to establish thelformer aspect of it; the novel
abounds in descriptions of and attacks against a colenial South |

Africa. As Wolfe says on one occasion:

I could see plainly that Tyler-Harries was

in the same category as the Schwordts,

whose Deastliness had been turned against .

them by witchcraft: as the Fotheringays,

who had been drugged with Africa, so that

their brains could not cope with it,

caressing only the ghosts of memory and T
tradition: as Flesher and Bloodfield and

their kind, whose vulgarity only emphasized

the colossal disastrous significance of ‘ .
their background: as Nordalsgaard, whose
conquests were like land reclaimed for a

time, and afterwards choked with weed. 8

RS

Mere specifieally, the colonialism of theteiiaétion with which the
novel deals 1is signified not.only by the depravity and the'inhuman
attitudes of white characters like Bloodfield and Flesher towards
black people, but by the phenomenon of cultural schizophrenia

whlch is exemplified by the lives of the Engllsh prlest and hlS

wiFfe, the Fotheringays, who are so frequently the-target for Wolfe's

satire:

They were kindness itself, these two beauti-
ful Fotheringays, these charming innocuous
‘anachronisms.. I reflected, driving home to
Ovuzane, that although they had spent nearly
"all their lives in Africa, they had never -
begun to think of Africa. The rector himself
must have noticed where he was, and I suppose
he concluded that they must put up with it.
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But as for Mrs. Fotheringay, she had clung
tenaciously to the past: the older she

" got, it was plain, the more vivid it
became. For her there was nothing so real
in the world as the warm sweet savour of
the wallflowers that had been growing
under the drawing-room windows in Surrey
in the early 'seventies: the scent was in
her nostrils still. It was still in her
small white nostrils. Nothing in Africa
could match the inviolable memory of the

- heavy intoxicating clusters of lilac, wet
with rain and honey, bowed down and odorous
on a vanished English lawn ... She had
lived, incredible Englishwoman, for, fifteen -
years in Ancampstroom without. noticing that
- Ancampstroom existed. It only belonged for
her to that shadowy subconscious dream-
world that is peopled with the ghosts of
what we feel deep down in our hearts, and
not of what we think we feel. 9

Nevérthelesé, o the extent wiat Africa doéstnét reaiily exist at
a1l for tha thheringays,,to the extent that the&, like:the

" missionary Nordalsgaard, are examples, in the words of e
‘Nadine Gordimer, "of white consciousness fossiiizéd within its own
skin outside Europe", 10. they themselves aré.not prey to some of
the destructive éonsequences of cultural schlzonhrenla' their .
very 1ack of awareness of the contradlctlon between their European
mentallty and thelr 1mmed1ate Afrlcan surroundlngs renders them
1mmune to all threats. Thus, whilst they are typlcal examples OE‘
one type of célonial and contribute substantially to the

characterization of the colonial milieu with which Turbott Wolfe

is conderned, they do not make the novel itself a colonial one.

Thisilatter and more important_aspéct of it is built up quitetunm‘
conéciouSly by Plomer through the attitudes of his hero Turbott
Wolfe to the blaék woman to whom he is attracted: *"She was an
' ambassadress of all the beauty (it nlght be called hollness), that
‘intensity of the old wonderful unknown primitive African life -

11

outsideyhistory, outside time, outside science.” Absurd romantic
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projections of this sort - projections which are never criticized -
in the course of the novel itself - are one index of that cultural
schizophrenia which establishes the colonial nature of the book.

But this nature is even more apparent in ancther feature of it.

In many respects, Turbott WQlfé 1s a South African Heart of Darkness.

One connection or similarity between the two novels is to be seen

~in the cry of horror which is so central to'the meaning of both of
: i

them. Just as Kurtz sums up his African experience through his

12

death-bed utterance, "The horror!. The horrort®, < so Friston cries

_ out at the extremity of the insane nightmare which his African

experience has provoked that "Fear has withered swiftly since/

HORROR was written on t_he_sun".13 As Michael Wade has written:

"In some ways Plomer's venture into the interior of South African

reality is little more than a foray by an essentially European

sensibility, which, moreover, is forced to withdraw in horror from
14

what it encounters." In this respect as well, Turbott Wolfe .9

very similar to Heart of Darkness; Europe Eskbeing imposed upon
Africa once again. And it is this impoéition“whiCh defines the

~novel as a colonial one.

There are further similarities in the two noVels; ‘'Both Turbott

Wolfe and, perhaps to a lesser extent, Friston, are examples of

nhollow men" from Europe and both of them use Africd as a means——

for ."a descent intQ the Central Station of [}heiﬂ. existence, a
15 ‘they attempt to use

look at [their] own heart of darkness";
16

Africa in order to compensate for their psychic hollowness.

Wolfe confesses his essential hollowness at the very start of the

novel:
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- There came to me a time -~ he said - not

- very long after I left school, when I found
myself as lonely as 1t is possible to be.
I was 111, and hardly recovered from the
aftermath of adolescence. I came to feel
as though circumstances had driven me with
cunning deliberation and relentless
activity to a point of complete isolation.
I found myself with no friend, no passion,
no anchor whatever. 17

“And his expression at the end of the book of his final disillusionw
ment only makes manifest his unbudgeable emptiness and his motives

for his venture to South Africa:

"My life, .Caleb, is like a bucket with no
bottom. Nothlng can fill it. Once I

~ thought Africa could £ill it, but I doubted.
Now the lady is married, and has children.
Once I thought fane :ould £i1l it, but

Mr Tyler-Harries, who was going to get it
for me, went down to the bottom of the sea
- very unreasonably. With Young Africa I
allowed myself to be cheated into the idea ' e
that politics would give me what I sought.
Now, under the barren pear-tree, I see that
Young Africa was a monstrous- farce. Caleb,

I have looked at everything. Perhaps the
only thing that satisfies me is my own

image in a looking-glass: but even that,
perhaps, 1s not what I want .o Caleb, I

am an egoist.” ...

"you will marry and settle down in your own
country, among your own people, Caleb. You
will propagate the species, which any fool
can do. I shall make you a present of money"

before I go, and you will name your first-

"born after me. You will find happiness and

I shall find emptiness, because I have

reached a point where life offers nothing . v

but a few sensations, more or less indecent, - _
which I know are only illusions."™ 18 s

Setting aside}the disastrously puerile tone of the above passage,

it becomes clear that Turbott Wolfe is a_rootléss individual.
Although nextfto'nothing is said in the novel about- his particular
background in England (the fact that he isAeminentlyvmiddle—class

can be easily inferred), it is made clear that he feels no allegiance

) to anyone or anything in his mother-country; - and despite the fact
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that hé ié nordered to Africa by some fool of a doctor", it is
equally.clear that his arrival in South Affica is motivated as
much by his anomie as by his illness. Ih this sense, Africa
represents for him a kind of playground in which the lost ones of
‘Burope, the black-sheep'and.misfits, can find fhémselves‘again or
at least cure themselves of their various ills, psychic and
6therwise. Friston, the'missionary, is in a sohéwhét similar
position. At his Ffirst meeting.with Wolfe, he apnounces:_ "T doneﬁ
jthink Europe would hold me. That's why I?m hére.r I happened to
overhear my'father beingvadvised to *'send him out Ffor a'bit_toithe-
missionfield: that'11l" tame him dovn'. But it won't. O no, don't

you,believé it.,n19

Like the colonial adventurer Bonaparte Blenhkins in The Story of An

"~ African Farm, there is a suggestion that many of the whites who

appear in the pages of Turbott_Wolfeg-and:amongst whom Wolfe himself

and Friston are conspicuous, are the rejects of Europe. In thig

.

sense, what Hannah Arendt has wrltten about an earller generation
~:oE colonial adventurers in late nlneteenth century South Africa

is, 1in many resbects, appllcable to these characters as well:

The superfluous men, the Bohemians of the
four continents who came rushing down to
the Cape still had much in common with the
old adventurers ... The difference was v
not their morality or 1mmora11tv, but _- -
rather that the decision to join this crowd I
'of all nations and colours?! was no longer ’ -
up to them; that they had not stepped out
of society but had been spat out by it;
that they were not enterprising beyond the
permitted limits of civilization but simply
victims without use or function. Their
only choice had been a negative one, a
decision against the worker's movements,
" in which the best of the superfluous men -
or of those who were threatened with super-
Fluity established a kind of counter-society
through which men could find a way back into
a human world of fellowship and purpose.
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‘They vere nothing of their own making, they
were like living symbols of what had happened
to them, living abstractlons and witnesses
of the absurdity of human institutions. They
were not individuals like the o0ld adventurers,
- they were the shadows of events with Wthh
they had nothing.to.do.. . 20.- :
Wolfe and Friston, too, are "superfluous®™ men who, whilst striving
to realize their European ideals in South~AfriCaplare nevertheless
hollow at the core of their respective existences;  they themselves
are "11v1ng symbols"™ - &s much as Lhe desolsed ahd desplcable '
‘~wh1tes in the novel llke -Bloodfield, Flesher and Soper - of the
European decadence whlch they repeatedly deplore, and of that
Western c1v1llzat10n of whose decline and 1mm1nent fall they are
35 convrinced. Both Yolfe and Frlshon are, in modeirn parlance,
colonizers* which is to say; their natures are firmly roated in
the decadent cdlonialist‘tradition of Western culture. As e
Laurens van der Post has written: "Turbott wWolfe, in his self-
defeated love of this woman~[the black woﬁéh ’Nhliziyombg through
whose beauty not only the past but also tne future of Africa
beckons, is a mov1ng symbol of the c1v1llzatlon he calls "obscene"
He can recognize what 1s sterlle and dESLTUClee in his L¢Vll¢”3d
values, he can be stirred by the beauty of Afrlca,fyetvhe»ls just
as incapable of rejecting the one as committing himself to the

21

It is allen outsiders like Wolfe and Frlston who suffer the most .

-]
acute form of cultural schlzophrenla in Afrlca and who are most

rapidly torn apart and destroyed as a result. This schizophrenia
is bound up with their 1iBeraliSm or liberal ideals;‘ it is-in |

fact thlS liberalism Wthh creates Lhat SChlZODhrenld which so

qulckly succeeds in destroying them. In Turbott WOlfe, the llberal

ideology is more fully articulated than in The Story of AnVAfrlcen
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Farm since the former novel includes a specifically political
liberalism as well as containing thét‘"aesthetic individualism"
which is so prominent in the latter. In fact, it is the very
hopelessness of #aesthetic individualism® which prompts that
movement into political liberalism which is the "Young Africa"

society.

From the start of Plomer's noVel the "aesthetic individualism®

of wolfe 1is stréssedQ In the words of Michael Wade, "Turbott Wolfe
himselflis depicted as a brilliantly versatile and talented young
man,vequally giftedbin painting, ﬁuéical-composition and performahce,

the writing of poetry, and sculpture. He embodies the experience

of Europe-."22 In his many and diverse activities, he may be taken

as a prime example of that many-sided personality which liberalism

advocates: -

I turned [Wolfe tells William Plomer with
immense enthusiasm to an immense number of
different activities. I went from one to

another, how restlessly you cannot imagine.
You know that once I had ideas about a co=-
ordination of all the arts. I have always
been pointad at as versatile...

- At Ovuzane I passed my time between trade
and folk-lore and painting and writing and

- masic, between sculpture and religion and
handicrafts. I even got down to landscape-
gardening. 23 : -

-But his aesthetic concerns‘and his_desire to accord an equal status
to the blacks soon meet ‘ with hos%ility. One afternoon, whilst he
is wofking on some music in his "studioﬁ_with four blacks, he is
visited by a particularly vicious-white neighbour:

As for the man, his face took on the sort .
of expression that you might look for on

a charwoman's face if you asked her to
enter a night-club. Bloodfield was a lean
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ungainly man with a hen's head, with small
‘bright black mean eyes in hls thln red face. :

We went in, and I turned aside to order tea.
. But Bloodfieldts face was set in malicious
violence: his pig’s hair seemed almost to
bristle. He was looking at the natives,

who were sitting quiet and beautiful in the
quiet gloom under the high windows.

"Surely you don't have these bloomlng nlggers
in here?" he shouted

"You see that I do.’

"But what on earth are they doing?"!

."We have given the afternoon to music,"'I>saidgt

He grunted, looking at me as if I was a

dangerous lunatlc. 24
The_weak preciosity of Wolfe's reply to B]oodfield's outraged
"~ question is one index of the difficulties confronting.hisrliberalism;.
These are made more exﬁlicitlin his“reaIizatioﬂ immediately‘after‘“
this visit: "I began to learn the hard lesson that in Lembuland
qululan@ 1t is considered a crime to regard the native as anything

25

even so high as a mad wild animal."" Once again, and as in The

story oP(An,AErioan Farm, the obstacles barrihg the fulfillment of
such liperal impulses as the;desire to grant respect and equal
status to human beings regardless of colour are presented-as enormous
ih the context of Turbott Wolfe's African world. The worid?of'the
novelvhas nothing to do with that.refinement of sensibility which

is s0 dear to him; on the contrary, it is stressed throughout the

novel that this world is utterly dominated by meanness, blgotry,y,

coarseness and brutality.

There is little need to elaborate upon those specifically anti-
‘liberal forces which are ranged against liberal characters like
Wolfe - white racist attitudes, officialdom (in the pérSon of

Colonel Valdarno'particularly), and the savage'torpor~ofglifeiin
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Lembuland in general. All of the 1attef serve tO‘reducerhim té a
profoundly isolated, profoundly impotent figure, and thiﬁ.in

addition to his spiritualvemptiness and sdggested sexual impotence.
In the light bf the manifest futility of his‘solitary "aesthetic
individualism", his actual attempt'alohg with a few other people

“to fqund a 1iberél>political~organizationﬂis of some importance;

this endeaﬁour at least registers a practical advance upon the

futile ends in which he’haé been engaged. Howev?r,«the "Young
_African society,‘whiCh he founds with Friston and Mabel van dervHorét,

-defines itself‘thr@ugh the following set of beliefs: -

To put it in a Nutshell, WE BELIEVE:
1. That Africa is not the white man's
- country. '
2. That miscegenation is the only way for
Lfrica to be secured to the Africans.
3. That it is inevitable, right and proper.
4, That if it can be shown to be so0, we
- shall have laid true foundations: for the
future Coloured World.
5. That we are pioneers. 26+

The astonishingbnaiveté of the Fform and content of these beliefs
and their obvious lack of efficacy either in the fictional context
of the novel or in the actual historical context of South Africa
écafcely needs méhfioning. As Par as can~Be asceftained,_the 
membership of the short;lived, illmfated‘"Yoﬁhg African séciety

is restricted to Wolfe, Friston, Mabel van der HérstP Caleb and
Zachary Msomi; hardly an adequaté'powefabase. Mgreo?er; no;concre;e.‘
- plan of actibn is ever elaborated or specified; as such, the - B

society remains little mbre'than a monstrous farce. It puts one

strangely in mind of the secret society of a group of adolescents.

The hollownesé of the above coderrdéef of beliefs and the uninten~

tionally hollow way in which Plomer presents them®’/ is only
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magnified by the sole Dractical consequence which this liberal
society has: the liaison of the white woman Mabel van der Horst
w1th the black priest Zachary Msomi. Turbdtt Wolfe responds to
their growing attraction for each other by fearing the p0551b1111y
" of miscegenation between them, and miscegenation is at the core of

‘_the liberal doctrine of his political society:

I had seen from their first meeting that
Friston was more than a little taken by
Mabel, while she seemed to have in her
‘manner towards him no more than friendli-
ness. But now a certain truth came upon
me with the suddenness of revelation. I
did not seem so much to be seized with a
mental realization of a plain fact as with
a cold physical terror. I was intestinally -
sick, as at a catastrophe. It was clear
that Mabel varn der lorst was attracted, how
slightly it was hard to measure, towards
Zachary Msomi. It was one thing to talk
glibly about miscegenation, to fool .about ,
- with an idea, and another to find oneself -
face to face with the actual happening: o
it was the difference between a box of
matches and a house on fire. =28

Q01fe's cowardice and bad faith are clearly revealed in Sueh passages
as«the above. Yet his anticipatory’dread'ai_fhe real proSpect of
Vmiscegeﬁatioh has far less disastrous eonsequences for him than it -
has for Ffistoh who succumbs to'drugs'and derangement after

7achary and Mabel consumate their love:

g, you black swine! Black, black, black; -
- ~ but my heart is blacker. I am a Satanist. -
“ Look out for Friston the Satanist! = By God, ]
or Baal, or Moloch, you 1listener-at-kevyholes, -
if he gets hold of you, if I get hold of you,
It11 bite your brains out. Oho, Young Africa,
indeed!"

Friston'staggered away from the door, and
started laughing hidecusly. He slapped his
~ thighs. ‘

ryoung Africat! Aha, ha, hat You fools, you
think you can deceive me. Let me tell you

. Fear_has withered swiftly since
HORROR was written‘on‘the'Sun -
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He clutched at a table.

"As for you, Wolfe, you.ought to be called
Sheep. You don't believe one thing you
think. I don't believe one word you say.
-0, you slimy coward! Your god's Fear. So
~is mine. But wait till you see *HORROR',
my child, written on the sun. Written, I
tell you, in Roman capitals, right across
the flaming sun. -0, you coward! You take
the cork out of the bottle, you twopenny
fisherman, and out comes the genie. Or did
. I do it myself? Anyway, he won't go back.
0 no, don't you believe it! Not he.
Pandora*s box, you fool. Dfyou think the
Devil's blind? Not he, not het" 29

Friston he&er really recovere from thelinsahity into»whiCh he lapses
vhen the feared union’Betweeh Mabel and‘Zachafy becomes a reality'
aﬁd‘his fears are thereby’trénsformed into horror; All his liberal
yr1nc1ples collapse with hlS psychologlcal d151ntegrat10n. In the

1light of his own decllne and ultimate death hlS liberal belief in

"the slow birth of the 1nd1v*dual" as being one of the most 31gn1f1can'

features of hlS tlme is dlstlnctly 1ron1cal

However, his convul51ve reactlon to the reallty of mlscegenatlon is
only a more extreme form of that experlence of cultural SChIZO«
ohrenla which Turbott Wolfe hlmself has undergone before hlm in )
- osten51bly dlfferent c1rcumstances. The latter 1solated and caughtv

between the confllctlng pressures cf dlfferent cultures, remarks:

I was becoming ecstatic over the bright- o .
- eyed ingenuousness of every [black]vchild; R —
over the patriarchal grace of each old man, -
.over the youthful grace of every young one;
over the aged women, large-eyed tender women
who were mothers, warm-handed tender
daughters who were lovers. I was losing
my balance. I remembered that every civilised
white man, wno considers himself sensitive,
- in touch with native peoples in . his daily
1ife should hold in his heart an image of .
the failure of Gauguin. Was it a failure?
I asked myself: and in the question itself
thought I suspected danger. I found myself



178

all at once overwhelned Wlth a. suffocatlng
- sensation of universal black darkness.

Blackness. I was being. sacr1£1ced a white

lamb, to blacx Afrlca, 30
The theme of a clash between cultures and, more specifically, betweeﬁ
a sterlle, super51C1a1 white culture and a dynamlc black one and
tqe very v1olence of Afrlca 1tself recurs in all of W1111am Plomer's
~,A£rlcan wrltlngs.' It 1s partlcularly consu1cuous 1n many»of his
‘poems and 1n short storles like "The Child of Queen Vlctorla"
 ”hlS clash, as it is formulated in h1s varlous wrltlngs, 1s 1nvar1ab1y
“the product of a super£1C1a1 Europeanﬂsen51b111ty and rationality
‘being imposed upon various irrational and alien forms of 1life which

cannot be contained through these means.

Zarlier on in this‘thesis‘it wvas argued that liberalism tended to be-

a suberf1c1a1 1deology in tnat it falled to take 1nto account the
R 1rratlona1 (in whatever Eorm) and that, s;gge the latter was an

inescapable part of life, it must be forever‘irrﬁpting through the
superficial rationalism of 1ibera1ism'and QQUsing various sorts of

destruction.31‘ In Turbott Wolfe, the‘liberaIiSm of characters 1like

~

Wolfe and Friston is implicitly revealed as inadequate through the
fact that the irrational is forever.breakihg through their -

rationality and subverting the control which they have over their

Irespective lives. - And, above a11 it is through sexuallty that

this. 1rrat10na11ty 50 frequently expresses 1tse1£ de ~lw%*f%w

Turbott Wolfe is an interesting novel at least in the sense that.

- there 1is an unusual’amount of sexual terror and horror running right
vthrough it.v Indeed the greatest terrors it expresses are the |

' result of sexualltj in the relatlons between Wolfe and Nhllzlyombl

and in those between Friston, Mabel and Zachary. This exaggerated
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sense of sexual terror cannot be explained away through reference
to the frequently suggested sexual impotence and void of love in
a character like Wolfe. Its source becomes clearer in the latter's

account of his'relatiénship with Nhliziyombi:

You can imagine, anybody can imagine, the
tortures.that a man suffers when he is in
love against his conscience. 0 yes, my
dear man, I had a conscience then: I have
now, and I am not ashamed by it. I was in
~love with Nhliziyombi not only against my
conscience, but against my reason; ‘'against
my intellect; against my plans; against
myself. I hope you will have gathered

From what I have said that the vital thing
was that to abandon myself to being in love.
with this so lovable woman would be to run
counter to my vanity. That is where I want
you to be quite clear. I saw that I should
be cacrificinrg my own opinion of wyself.

I suppose you think I mean that I was white -
and the girl was black. My good William
Plomer, pray accept my assurance that that
had nothing whatever to do with it. I am
too much the humanitarian to be colour-
blind. There was no question of pigment

(I was in love, remember) but there

appeared to be a great forbidding law,

like all great fovblddlng 1aws, subcutaneou
32 ,

Clearly, it is not simply Wolfe's cowardly chastity which is the

'source of his fear- and timidity. Rather it is a profound -

1deologwca1 sp11t w1th1n hlS own mlnd wvhich makes the poq31b111ty
of sexual love between a black woman and himself so terrifying.
Whilst he can entertain the. idea of miécegénation in_thé abstnact;
the actual reality produces something liké a;cénvdlsive yithd;qwai
in him; as if he were transgressing a sort of incest taboo. He
cannot make the necessary cultural leap; he cannot overcome what
he calls "the steely intangible barrier_that had been between me

33 Not only does that irrational element

and Nhliziyombi."
associated with sexual impulses overwhelm the superficial nature -

of his 1liberal beliefs, but he is also terrorized by that cultural
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transgression which interracial love signifies for him.

The same applies to Fristoh, _The latter is himself the initial
‘proponent of miscegenation, yvet he too is'shoﬁn not to have the
courage.of his convictions. When intefraCiai love truly occurs‘
between Mabel‘and Zachary his response is to fetreat into madness.
He, too, cannot overcome his deeply engrained fears of lové‘bétWeén‘:;f
. black and white; ihe is inCapablé of transcending his European

_ éﬁltural conditioning and the barriers which it has erected witﬁin :
his own imagination. It is because of the strength of these that

his horror is so great.

Perhaps significantly; affer”the'marriage of Mabel to Zachary he

says:

You see, the fact is that I am obsessed .
(I admit that I am obsessed). with dreams
and visions, mostly of the future of Africa.
"I do not tell you what I think: I tell you
what I feel, which is what I dream, waich
is what I know. I have reached the pitch
of understanding with the nerves. "I 1look
forward to  the great compromise between
white and black; between civilization and
barbarism; between the past and the- future;
between brains and bodies; and, as I 1like
to say, between habit and instinct. 34

: Friéﬁon is totally incapable.of realizing.any'df these compromises
in his own 1ife. since he cannot-control either himself or @iﬁ;;;*_m
wérld through his ratiqnality,_he.retreats into siﬁrious,-confused'
'thinking such as the above in which, perhéps significantly again,

he talks of reintegrating that body and mind which is so radically

divorced in himself and in wolfe as well.

‘In the final account, the libérals'ih the'novel, Wolfe and Friston,

can only be accused of massive bad faith and of making a mockery
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of their liberal creed. it is preeumably because of the Eormef's
h etand against'racism, his protest against it, and his realization
that in many respects the colonized-(thetblacks) are snperior to
the colonizers (the whites), that Plomer begins his‘novel vith the
statement that "I think‘Turbott Wolfe may have been a man.of

35 The assumption is that wolfe and perhaps Frlston as

genius."
Vwell, are, in the words of the Hermann Hesse eplgraDh to the novel,

_ those "Dfoohetie dreamers"” and "51ng1ng—teachers” who have made
'Doetry of the unconscious of the Afrlcan continent in their nlghtmu
'nare. In purely aesthetlc terms, however, it emerges quite clearly
" that WOlfe draws poetr&nout of'nothing; the‘sheer ineptness of |
Plomer;s treatment of him assures this}failure. Furthermore, he

and hlS creed are, at the start of the book; hollow;k‘and they end
it w1th thls hollowness merely confirmed. wOlfebwas lost before
v"he began. Consequently, the reader feels nothing of the trageé§
‘which Plomer is eQ obviously seeking to inject into his Final
faiiure; in his fetreat‘from Africa_tc England in order to die;

his end remainstone of igneminy, The cynicalvdejection which takes
over at the end of the book has been Fofeshadbwed all along;

Wolfe's admiesion of defeat to his servant Caleb has a predetermined

ring about it.

1T | | S _— I

In conc1u51on Turbott WOlfe is far more remarkable for 1ts fallures

than for its successes. On the one hand the novel has been .
praised for its prescience, a prescience which is revealed in well
known passages like the following:

"native question! Wwhat the hell is the
native question? You take away the black
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man's country, and, shirking the Ffuture
consequences of your action, you blindly
affix a label to what you know (and Ffear)
the black man is thinking of you - !'the
native question'. Native question, indeed!
My good man, there is no native question.
It isn't a question. Itfs an answer. I
~don't know whether people are wilfully
- blind, that they can't see what's coming.
The white man's as dead as a doornail in
‘this country. You dgain nothing by not
looking facts in the face. All this
molre~bu11dlng s a blooming blind alley.
36 « A

But if the novel does include perceptions like these which were
~undeniably advanced for their time (and which'are also the obvious

reason for the high esteem in which 1t has been held), it must be

stressed that Turbott WOlfe is prlmarlly a badly wrltten novel

_aoout the fallure of the 11beral 1mpulse in South Afrlca. If it

is "advanced" because of the political vision whlch it contalns

at certain points, it is equally consplcuous For the utter poverty
0f its liberal vision - a vision which beiongs to Plomer as much
‘as to his Drotagonists, As Michael wade has written: "Turbott

Wwolfe's supposition is that to seek honestly for a solution only

1eads to the unfortunate discovery that the 11bera1 code is. hollow
~at the core, at least in the unsymnathetlc South African envn.ronmentc

There is nothing left for the liberal to doAbut to withdraw (if he

‘SurviVes) licking his wounds."37

However,rhaving shown the hollowness of the liberal code in South ‘

Africa, Plomef is unable to suggest an alternative intellectual .

- mode or ideology. Once again; and as in The Story of An African

Farm, the failure of liberalism is graphically portrayed; yet no
‘other ideology is’entertained. Although it might have been
significant that Friston resorts to Communism (or “Bolshevism", as

it is called in the book) at the end of the novel, his ideas are
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never fully developed and Friston himself is too confused to make

- 'his conversion a serious matter and a critique, implicit or other-

wise, of that liberalism to which he formerly adhered. Thus

~ Turbott wo1fe, too, ends in é blind alleyg itAsays far more about

the uselessness of liberalism than anything else. But it can say

no more; it knows no more.

Shortly after the publication of this novel william Plomer lePt'
south Africa for good. The liberalism to which he himself adhered

being incapable of coping with that African horror which he had

-peréeived and written ébout, and its having been shown to be hollow

in the South African context, perhaps made this departure inevitable.

Since he could not adopt any other ideology, he had to leave for. a

country in which his liberalism was acceptable and possessed some

~efficacy. In a conversation with Peter Wilhelm, Laurens van der Post

P,

nas said:

If you read Turbott Wolfe ... you will see
that when Turbott Wolfe dies ~ and dontt
forget that this is a book about a dying
man - it is the African pert of wWilliam
Plomer that dies. He has to go, he's made
his choice; although he calls civilization
obscene, although he calls it corrupt, he
chooses to identify himself with the Fforces
of civilization, and particularly civilization .
as it is expressed in Great Britain ...
He felt he could command the situation here
~ in England ; that if he went back to Africa
~ ‘ he would be called upon to do things that e
‘ were not really, as he saw it, the business »
of a Man of Letters, and which would provoke -
reactions in him ... He could cope with
fear, but he didn't want to have to cope
- with the horror. 38 '
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I.

In any discussion of Alan Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country (1948)

it is important to note that the writer himself grew up in an era.
‘before South African rac1a1 pOllthS had hardened into thelr

‘present intransigence. . As J.F. Cronln has wrltten°

Paton was born in 1903. He was, thus, already
- in his mid-forties when the Nationalist Party
under Malan ousted Smuts in the General
Election of 1948 to establish the first
Afrikaner government of South Africa and
inaugurate the present régime. It helps
toward an understanding of his career to know
that he grew up at a time when South Africats
racial issues were not yet as violent and
clear-cut as they are today. True, it has
often been pointed out that much racially
oppressive legislation had found its way onto
tlie staTute ook ia South Africa even tefore
Afrikaner Nationalism came to power, and it
may be-true that Smuts! United Party was
essentially as illiberal in this respect as v
Verwoerd's National Party came to be, but it - -
was only from 1948 on that auartheld began
to be applied at all points as a deliberate
governmental policy. Paton was by then
already in middle life. Growing up as he
did in an earlier South Africa than that
which saw the youth of Dan Jacobson or
Nadine Gordimer, he would be less likely than
" they to see the country's problems as suscep-
tible only of extreme solutions. 1 '

" The important point is that Paton wrote his first and most famous

novel at a time when liberaiism'still_seemed'to provide an answer

to South Africa”s problems. In a sense, it represents the

‘culmination of that liberal optlmlsm and confldence of whltes which

had its heyday in the two or three decades precedlng its publlcatlon
and it is deeply informed by the thinking of famous South African-

liberal intellectuals like Hoernlé, Rheinalt-Jones and J.H. Hofmeyer:

- This "Story of Comfort in Desolation'" was
written when the English United Party was
still in power in 1948; and it presents a
picture of optimism, together with an assumed
‘confidence in the European's ability to lead



187

and guide Africans to a better condition.
Today it is regarded by many who would have
praised it then as an old-fashioned pater-
nalist book, which portrays Africans in a
sentimental and unrealistic light; and it
is probable that Mr. Paton himself, who has.
since become much more deeply involved in
politics (in common with other liberal
writers) would agree. Soon after Cry was
written the Afrikaner Nationalist Party
came into power, and liberals have been
forced into a more militant and committed
posture.. 2 : ‘ :

‘This was written in 1957 by an anonymous reviewer in The Times

Literary Supplement. Yet even when the novel was written, roughly

ten years earlier, the‘libéral vision which finds frequent didactic
eXpreSSion in it was completely inadequate. The very Droblems

wnich Cry, thke Beloved Country first formulates and then endeavours

to solve do not admit of a_solution in the terms which the 1liberal

ideology provides. : ; 7 ' -

IT

If Pafon's intentions in Cry, the Beloved'Country are carefully
examined, it will emerge that his primary concern in this novel is

- : . , . C s , 2
tg;;xpose a_certain state of affairs in South Africa; namely, the —
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social consequences of the destruction of the tribal system by the
whites and the'general disintegration, both moral and otherwvise,

vhich.characterizes South African society as a whole. Through he

personél sagasAoE theARevefend Stephen Kumalo, James Jarvis, and
their fespective sons, he wishes to réveal some of the tragic
consequences of this societal disintegration and, at the same fimeg.
ne clearly wishes to provide an example of moral and spiritual
growth through suffering, a Christian message of COmEorf ahd hope
“despite thekprevailing desolation, and to make an appeal to the

‘liberal consciences of his readers.
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In order to achieve these purposes, Paton makes use of the literary

“mode of tragedy. But this is not only because the novel abounds in

those fateful'contradictions which make tragedy the most appropriate

mode for it.

As J.M. Coetzee has said:

A Favoured mode among White South African
writers has been tragedy (though Afrikaans

 writers have given much time to a mytho-

graphic revision of history). Tragedy is
typically the tragedy of inter-racial love:
a White man and a Black woman, or vice versa,

‘fall foul of the laws against miscegenation,

or simply of White prejudice, and are
destroyed or driven into exile. The overt
content of the fable here is that love
conquers evil through tragic sufferlng when
such suffering is borne witness to in art;
its covert content is the apolitical
doctrine that defeat can turn itself, by
the ftwist of tragedy, intn victory. The
tragic hero is a scapegoat who takes our
punishment. By his suffering we undergo a
ritual of expiation, and as we watch in
sympathy our emotions are purged, as
Aristotle noted, through the operatlonq of
plty and terror. 3

o

Tragedy affords a solution, both artistic and otherwise, to that

which in reality has not been solved at all.  Coetzee goes on to say:

Religious tragedy reconciles us to the -

- inscrutable dispensation by giving a

meaning to suffering and defeat... The
predominant example of religious tragedy

in South Africa is Alan Paton's Crvy, the
Beloved Couritrv. A young African comes to -

the city, rfalls among bad companions, -and

in a moment of confusion kills a White.

He is hanged. The fathers of the dead men

console and learn to respect each other. ' e e
The hero who bears the blows of.fate is here
doubled in the persons of the two fathers;
we share their suffering as they share each
other's suffering, in pity and terror. The
gods are secularized as the pitiless justice
of the law. Nevertheless, Paton's fable
bears the invariant content of religious
tragedy: = that the dispensation under which -
man suffers is unshakeable, but that our
pity for the hero-victim and our terror at
his fate can be purged by the r1tua1 of re-
enactment. 4




But it is not only because of its apolitical nature that tragedy

becomes a mode which results in mystification rather than revelation.

In the final essay of Language And'silence (1967), George Steiner,
discussing whether revolutionary art will succeed in producing thigh!

revolutionary tragedy, remarks:

no less than a tragedy w1th God, with a
compensating mechanism oOF ?1nal justice

and retribution, a tragedj without God,

a tragedy of pure immanence, 13 & self
contradiction. Genuine tragedy is !
inseparable From the mystery of injustice,
‘from the conviction that man is a
precarious guest in a world where forces
- of unreason have dark governance. Lacking -
. this belief, a drama of conflict will
hardly be distinguishable from serious
comedy, with its pattern of intrigue and
rundane resolation {tre equatlon< of ‘rajad;
cannot be solved, there are in them too many
unknowns). 5 ' :

sopnoclean tragedy, for instance, drawslmuch of its mystery and
strength its pouer to evokeyfeeiings ofrpity,and terfor frem its
characteristic emnha31s on Lhe gap between human and d1v1ne judge-
ments. SoPhocles wrltes throughout in the conv1ct10n that the laws

of the gods are not the-same as the 1awswef men, and what may seem

_ pight enough to men may be utteriy wrong For the gods.  His tragic
"world is one in which men,_acting'according_to their humananature,x
are‘couhtered_and corrected, for evilhor for good; by powers outside
themselves, and although they may try to work against these, in

“the end they are at their mercy. The uays of theégoaélremain*a“mwwm”-

secret and it is not fFor men to criticize them or even to hope to
understand them. What is requlred is a mood of unquestlonlng awe

and respect. The discrepancy between a divine order and the order

of the world is what creates genuine tragedy-

Now it would seem that Paton, in order to make a powerful emotional
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appeal to the consciences and liberal sentiments of his readers,

is concerned to make the causes for the tragic unfoldlng of events

e

wnlch hls novel records: ultlmately 1nexp11cable, the functlon of
some Fate or divinity whose ways cannot be fathomed by marni. For
only through this strategy Vill injnstice become mysteriOus and
troduce that sense of ultimatevmystervahieh is one'of the defining

features of genuine tragedy. Consequently, he is contlnuallv

;harnlng on mystery and the mysterlousness of human existence. . The

" novel abounds in expre551ons of this sort-

Who 1indeed knows the secret of the earthly
pilgrimage? Who indeed knows why there
can be comfort in a world of desolation. 6.

His son had gone astray in the great city.

where so many had gone astray before him,

and where many others would go astray after

him, until there was found some great secret

that as yet no man had discovered. 7 L

I believe, he said, but I have learned that
is a secret. Pain and suffering, they are
a secret,. Klndness and love, "they are a
secret. 8 ~

wWay was 1t glven to one man to’ nave his pain
transmited into gladness? Why was it given
to one man to have such an awareness of God?
.v. 2ut his mind would contair it no longsxr.
It was not for man's knowing. He put it
- Prom his mind, for it was a secret. 9

And just as many aspects of human existence are surrounded by a
nimbus of mystery; so the law is deified, ig put into a position.

vhere it cannot be questioned; -it’is treated:as'é divine institution

- which requires unquestioning awe and respect as an utterly objective

_arbiter over the subjective follies and anarchies of men:

You may not smoke in this Court, you may not
~whisper or speak or laugh. You must dress
. decently, and if you are a man, you may not
vear your hat unless such is your religion. ,
This is in honour of the Judge and in honour.
of the Xing whose officer he is; and in
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honour of the Law behind the Judge, and in
"honour of the People benind the Law. When
the Judge enters you will stand, and you.

will not sit till he is. seated. Wwhen the
Judge leaves you will stand, and you will'
not move till he has left you,- This 1s 1n
“honour of the Judge, and of the thlngs
behind the Judge. 10

Yet in attempting to re-create the mystery of injustice and Fate

wnich has Such potent emotional effects, Paton stumbles into the
contradiction-Which Steiner has pointed OUt;- For the series of
misfortunes which his novel relatesvare.definitely not the result

of the 6bscure workings of gods (or of Gdd) whose ways and whims'
cannot be discovered by man. Like the law which has been formulated

as an expression and defence of the interests of white South Africa

'alohe, and which therefore has no credibility whatsoeVer as an

imversonal god, these misfortunes are quite explicable in terms of

the man-made reality and hlstorlcal condltlons of SOuth Afrlca in

the first half of thls centuryo Crvy, tne;%eloved Country is thus

a tragedy of "pure immanence" on top of which a mystifying Christian
concern with suffering and jby has been impSéedn-,In shortg it is

not genuine tragedy at all.. a

Parg‘df Patonts technique of mystification'is to portray a succession
of uﬁfortunate events and then to dwell on the deep, passive grief
which these cause in varvious persons. Thus, in the section which
dramatizes a housing Shortage in the townships outside johannésburg
and which refers to the'death Qf_é_black womant*s child and to her
sﬁbséquent grief over this, we'Eind_generalizatibns of the following |
sort: "Such is fhellot of women, to carry, to bear, to watch, and

a1 . Phus we repeatedly find Stephen Kumalo with his ®{tragic

12

to lose.
eyes" and "his face in the mould of its suffering." The

description of the misfortune is invariably converted into a drawn



out characterization of the almost insuperable sorrow and méurning
wnich 1t arouses. And although Patbn could be said to foliowthis
VStrétegy in,order,to convey the very real helplessness and
Justifiable bewilderment»of the simple—hearted, largely uneducated
black in the face of a‘cruél and alien white world whose domination .
is ubiquitous and so unfathomable that, like a Kafkéesqué‘one, it
‘takes on all the mysLerlousness and arbltrarlness of an unknown god
 the functlon of his 1nterm1nab1e emohases on b11nd grlefnstrlcken
freactlons is both to obscure the real reasons (and hence p0351b1e
solutlons) for.the trag;c ;n01dents and to elicit from the-reader

a purely emdtidnal identificétion with’the éuffering hero so that,
 again,Vthe real reasons fof avpredicament are smothered under the.
flow of sympathyiwhichAthe reader feels Eof him or her. Brecht's
"estrangemept" eE£écts, whereby the emotional responses‘of hlS
dramatlc characters are dellberatelj muted in order that the audlence
might better perceive that a particular bengavement.has specific
societal causes and thus cén be prevented through,specifically social
solufions’(which perception‘might make pdsﬁgble a rejection of the
fatalities ahd eternai recurrences §f;tfégedy); might have had a |
‘saiutary effect on Cry,lthe_Beloved Country. For the emotionalism

- of the novel time and again results in mystification.,

But’there'is anothervtypé of mystifiCationvat wvork in this novel,

one which has equally serioUS'conééauehces;f As a rule, a novel opens
by deplctlng a problematic 51tuatlon which the rest of the text

then seeks to solve.‘ Another way of puttlng thls would be to say
that the text (whether it be novel, poem, or drama) is internally
dissonant. In the words of Terry Eagleton, it is "hever at one.

with itself, for it were  it‘wou1d have absolutely nothing to say.

It is, rather, a process of becoming at one with itself - an attempt
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to overcome the problem of itself.n!3

In its simplest, most.conventional expression, this'problem usually
:takes'the form of a conflict between the dreams and ideaiism'of an
individual and a society whose materialism and.determinism prevents
the'fulfillment of individuai ideals. The internal dissonance of ther
vtextAis produced by a coﬁflict between material, nistorical conditions
and the varlous forms of necesslty which these 1mpose, and an |
1deology yhich enshrlnes values opposed to those alctated and

determined by these conditions.

‘Cry;:the Beloved Country pfovides a_partiCUlarly.clearvexample of

this process which is characteristic of almost all literature. The

' problem'that it initially'posés and presents is that of the detriba1a>

ization of the blacks by the whites and the lawlessness and moral
corruption which this type'of enforced social disintegration has -
caused. The novel describes quite accurately and also exnlains a

certain nlstorlcal phenomenon which is now a’ commonplace in the

analyses Wthh one finds in South Afrlcan crlmlnology textbooks.14.

Msimangu formulates the centrallproblem of the novel as follows:

The tragedy is not that things are broken.
The tragedy is that they are not mended
again. The white man has broken the tribe.
And it is my belief - and again I ask your
pardon - that it cannot be mended again.
But the ‘house that is, broken, and the man .
that falls apart when the house is broken,
- these are the tragic things. That is why
children break the law, and old white people.
are robbed and beaten. 15

&nd this is set out more formally in the papers'of the murdered

Arthur Jarvis:

" The old tribal system was, For all its
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violence and savagery, for all its super-
stition and witchcraft, a moral system.
Our natives today produce criminals and
prostitutes and drunkards, not because it
1s ‘their nature to do so, but because their
simple system of order and tradition and
convention has been destroyed. It was
destroyed by the impact of our own civili-
zation. Our civilization has therefore an
inescapable duty to set up another system
~of order and tradition and convention. 16

- It is this form of social disintegration which»constitutes the

central problem to_which the novel addresses itself.

At the same t1me, howeverg a certaln 1deolooy, which is an amalgam
.of liberalism ‘and Chrlstlanlty, is brought to bear upon . this material,’
soc1olog1ca1.proolem. Ano 1¢ 1s througa this that the 1nterna1

‘dissonance of the novel becomes moSt'apparent; it is through this,

too,'that_the major mystification of Cry, thehseloved_Country'rs
oerpetrated. For through the mouth-pieces of Stephen Kumalo and
‘ M51mangu, Paton attempts to solve what 1suolear1y and statedly a
vmaterial, soc1olog1ca1 problem by means of“metaphysics; against
the multiple problems caused by detribaliiatioh’and'urbanization
he advances the solution of love. Thus M51nangu maintains that
"thére is only one thing that has‘power completely, and that is love.
'Because when a man loves, ‘he seeks no powver, and therefore he has‘

w17 Of course this is usele 5s; ~ the problem has not been

- power.
caused by a lack of love in South Africa and therefore to prescrlbe
‘an antidote of love for it is 51mp1y naive and completely be31de

the p01nt.18 Ehe actual problem and his solution for it are two
completely separate, independent spheres which haVe‘no real
practical relationvto each other, And since there is no possibility
of the one realiy acting upon the other,‘since crime cannot be

solved through love, and also because Paton can see no other

solution (his ideology prevents this), throughout Cry, the Beloved




195 4

Country there is a steady displacement of or shift away from the
major probleh of the book, the'sociologicai one, and an increasing |
focus on a single conseqﬁence of it: the personal sufferings of

' Stephen Kumalo and, to a lesser extent, those of James Jarvis. The
focus steadily shifts away‘from the questionrof what has caueed a
'certain state of affeirs andtwhat is to'be done about it and
ilncrea31noly revolves around the efforts of 31ngle 1nd1v1duals to :
survive and to transcend the personal sufferlng;%t has caused; Andk
Since the problem cannot be solved by the Christian love of
mSlmangu or Kumalo, nor by the liberal change of heart Wthh

James Jarvis undergoes and whlch expresses itself through a parer-
nalistic handout to a "boy! sAclub" and his financial assistance in
the‘restorarion of the valley, it is simply collapsed and subsumed
under the religious trials:of Xumalo and the‘symphonic finale to

the novel.

When there is an irreconcilable clash between certéin historical
conditions and an ideology; the 1nvar1ab1e result is tragedyo - But
the mode of traqedy itself 1is often also a means of transcendlnq -
thls clash. .just as Jarvis and Xumalo are finally united by a
hutuel'sympathy caused by their common loss of a son and, in a
microcosmic, symbolic way effect a reconciliation between black and
wvhite races in South Africa; tragedy finally”collapses the poles

of the confllct and finds a solutlon in the restoration of an -
ultlmate order.and meanlng which serves to create a calm of mind.
The societal fallure‘and de;eat which 1is 51gn1E1ed by the murder of
‘Arthur Jarvis and the execution OE‘Absalom.Kumalo‘is trariéformedy
by the twist ofvtragedy,\ihto the moral wvictory of James Jarvis

and the religious exultation of Stephen Kumalo who is re-united

with an intimation of ultimate order and meaning through his Ffinal
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sense of the nearness of God."Evehﬂso, the evidence that this is
not a genuine restoration (as in Sophoclean tragedy, for instance)
but only an instance of two men who have each, as it were, made
their separate peéce, is to be found in the fact that Paton quite
‘literally cannot finish hié nevel. Although, in the final scene,
the sun rises in the east and Stephen Xumalo rises in thanksgiving 
from his'mountain vigil; the essential question remains unahSwered;
the Hmystery"vof freedom and injustice remains to be solved: "But

when that dawn will come, of our emancipation, from the fear of
fbondage,and the bondage of fear, why, that is a secret."jg'
Nevertheless, something of a practical answer to this question is

at least suggested in an ideological conflict which the novel

promises to elaborate, but which is also collapsed and then abandoned.

This conflict is the one feature of Cry, the Beloved Country that

promises to redeem the nevel from'its persisteht naiVeté of tone,

its extraordinary lack of political vision,‘and the sheer stupidity
.. of that vieion which it.contains; However,hfhe-fact that the novel
is notsredeemed by a development of this ceﬁfiﬁet is itself a
reflection of the fact that Paton himself is committed to an ideolegy
which cannot allow for certain forms of cenflict‘and which éimply

‘cannot countenance them if its credibility is to survive.

4s has already been suggested, Paton's ideology’is an emalgam of
Christianity 'andvliberalis:mo In e Pundamehtal feepect these two
~ideologies are by no means incompatible. For,_as‘Leo Marquard has
written, "liberals believe in the integrity and worth ofvevery
single indiviEuala Religious people would express‘this by saying
that every individual is a child of God; .and liberals_&ho are not

religious may derive their belief from humanism. But whatever its
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origin, the belief is Pundamental to liberalism and from it flow
many of the demands of liberals, such as the rights of the individual

20

and the equality of all in the eyes of the law." In their common

concern for and emphasis upon the worth of each and every human

' 1nd1v1dua1 liberalism and Chrlstlanlty go hand in hand. Now it wasl

o e o -

“argued in Chapter 3 of this thesis tnat a bellef in the primacy of

the individual was at the ve y ba51s ol the liberal ideology; 21

and that with thls belief it was 1nev1table that those virtues whlch
would enhance the life of the 1nd1v1dual would be emphaslzed and
valued above all others‘ that there would be a heavy stress in this
1deology on private Vlrtues such as 1nner strength and 1ntegr1ty,
and that there'would be a marked suspicion of any political ideas
and grogrammes which make demands of absolute commitment upon men
and women since these are perceived as threateningfto the essential.

autonomy of the individual.

It is Paton's deepnseatedrbelief in this fundamental liberal tenet
which is the obvious reason why he would seem to refuse to explore
the political implications of the clash of«ideologies found in the

altercat1ons between John and Stephen Kumalo - a clash which

promlses much, but is never developeo. Perhaps EZEKlel Mphahlele

is getting clOse to this when he expresses the following dissatis--

faction: "The priestfs brother, John Kumalo} pretends to a roundness

and one is tantalized into hoping that the interplay of opposite
personalities such as his and thefpriest's is'going.to grow into

something memorable. John Xumalo is a political speech-maker; he

‘always seems to be addressing a crowd even when he speaks to one

person; he does not like Christian convention; he is sensible of

the insecurity around him. He will do anything to avoid more pain

22

than is already being inflicted npOn him and his people." Yet
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Mphahlele never fully articulates this failure. 1In a very real

sense these two characters embody the distinction fhat Arthur Koestler
draws in his essay, "The Yogi and the'Commissar". Stephen is an
advocate of "Change fromawithin", of spiritual purification, and is

in favoﬁr of passivity, submission, meeknessrahd guidanse; john

is a propoﬁent of "Change from Without" and of the activism, domination
aﬁd calculation which this programme for social change demands. On
the one hand John Kumalo believes "that,whét Gsdihas not doﬁe Por

south Africa, man must do."23 ' On the other, Stephen's faith is»‘
"that power corrupts, that a man who fights for justice musf himself .

" be cleansed and purified, that love is greater than force.n2%

© Now it is all too clear that throughout Cry, the Beloved Country

Paton is preaching for a revolution of hearts ("Change From Within®)
rather than for aArevolution in a social and économiC'structursw
("Change from'without")e Because of his liberal Christian vision
and the limits it automatically imposesron the'natufe and rande of
_political beliefs and practises availableAtg“him, he‘never really
and the quest for personal salvation"t?‘achieveva significant
restruéturing of society, He himself doés hot seem to realize
(though John Xumalo makes this clear) that although Christianity .
might offer profound spirituwal strength tokpéople at béy«(the novel
itself is a good illustration.of Just this),fit also imparts a“
politicél weakness which’dictates; however necessarily and realist-

25 Nor

ically, an acceptance of the hegemony of the obpressor.
does Paton ever really question the applicability of the Sermon on
the Mount to a'poiiticalkprogrammeu‘ For though it may bekpqssiblé
to establish just relations between individuals purely by moral

and rational suasion and accommodation, in inter-group relations

pT———— [
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this 1is practieally an impossibility. The relations between groups
are always predomlnantly Dolltlcal rather than ethlcal they are
determined by the proportion of power each group possesses as much
as by any rational and moral appraisal of the comparative needs |
and claims of each group. 'But Paton, with an ideology which commits
- him to the_individual rather than to the group, does not understand

this.

. : _ b
- Nevertheless, scattered through the novel are a number of passages

which either implicitly or explicitly cail inte Question his ultimate
faith in a}changejof heart (an increase in love and the rooting out
of fear and hatred) to cure various ills. These passages are usually
given to John Kunalo. - For example, the follouing vords come From |

him during a public speech:

Is it wrong to ask more money? John Xumalo
asks. We get little enough It is only our
share that we ask, enough to keep our wives
and our families from starvation. For we do
not get enough ... We know that we do not
get enough, Kumalo says. We ask only for
those things that labouring men fight for

in every country in the world, the right to
se¢ll our labour for what it is worth ...
Tney say that higher wages will cause the

o mines to close down. Then what is it worth,

this mining 1ndustrj° And why should it be
kept alive, if it is only our poverty that
keeps it allveO They say it makes the
‘country rich, but what do we see of these
riches? Is it we that must be kept poor

so that others may stay rich? ... All wve ,
ask is justice, says Kumalo ... We are : .
asking only for more money from the richest
industry in the world. This industry is.
powerless without our labour. Let us cease
to work and this industry will die. And I
say, it is better to cease to work than to

- worx for such wages. - 26

In so far as Cry, the Beloved Country records an antagonism between
a basically materialist view of South Africa'é conflicts (which is

reflected in John Kumalo's attitudes and ideas) and an idealist
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attémpt to sglve them (reflected in the ideas of Stephen and Msimangu),
it can be regarded as a rudimentary.novel of ideas. But Patonvnever
'deveIOP%s this antagonism to the point where it @ould’become truly |
meaningful. Indeed, he cannot; his ianiogy prevents him from |
doing so. Through hisrlibéfalism and Chrisfianity whidh demand that
people be judgedvas ends in themselves and not as means, and accordiné
to their moral wérth‘and iﬁtegfity‘rather than theif practiCaI |
political usefulness; he can conveniently‘disposg of.this,antagonism@
Thus John Kumalo's moral corruption'is emphasized to the extent

that his actua1 pd1itica1 Wdrth, the substantial accuracy of his

many brief analyses, is ultimately ignored and glossed over: 

" —-Perhaps we should thank God he is corrupt, said Msimangu solemnly.
For if he were not cdrrupt, he‘cou1d<p1unge_this country into. blood- .

shed. - He is corrupted by his possessions,. and he fears their loss, -
27 .

and the loss of the power he already has." In short, because

- John Kumalo is not a good man, his politics.are not good. ‘fetF
ironically, he is the one person in the novel who‘displaYS something
0f a real political understanding.

The immediate result of this ideological clash being dissolved and
disposed of through moral condemnation is that the final political

vision which emerges from Cry,,the Beleed,Country is naive in the -

ektreme. As Ezekiel Mphahlele has written: "Because the message

~keeps imposing itself on us in Cry, the Beloved Country, we cannot

but feel;howfthickly laid on the ﬁriter's liberalism is: let the.

boys be kept busy by means. of club activities and they will bé less
~inclined to délinquency;’ work for;a change of heart in the white

ruling class (jarvis'svfinal philanthropic gesture and his sonts

practical interest in club activities together with his plea to
28

south Africa indicate this)." Tnese practical "golutions® scarcely
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solve or even begin to suggest a way of solving the problematic
historical situation with which the novel deals; and they hardly

set a precedent.

A still furthef result of‘this.failure to develop the implications
29 is an artistic failure; the novel
bacomes badly weighted, lop-sided; it becomes a tear-jerker - which
is only another way of séyingrthat it is laékingiin reality. Its

sentimentality is, of course, in accord with one of its express

intentions; significantly,. Cry, the Beloved Country is subtitled

"A Story Of Comfort In Desolation". Like a good liberal and
B . g

Christian, Paton is always concerned to console, to lessen any

‘potential conflict, and to appeal to the moral consciences and

emotions of his readers. Depictions of pain are always the best

means f£or this latter purpose since they provoke pity and sentiment-

ality. 4And his liberal desire to reduce conflict perhaps explains

his almost obsessive presentations of the good white man, of

characters like the advocate who takes on Abéalom Kumalo's case
Eggiggg,'Fathér Vincent, and those helping'bIéCks at a school for
thé blind: "It was white men who did this work of mercy, aﬁd some
of t;ém spoke English and some spoké Afrikaans. - Yeé9 those who
spoke English and those who spoke Afrikaans came_together to open'

30

the eyes of black men that wefe blind.% Fﬁrthermore, he uses

this figure of the good white man,  the liberal hero (Arthur Jarvis),

- who' is-destroyed by the harsh Souﬁh African reality, as a representa-

tive figure who atones through his death for the collective guilt

of the whites. For the purposes of conciliation he also uses the

.figurevof the gooq black man, the "Uncle Tom" character, who will -

allay the suspicions and the hostility of whites towvards blacks.

But the paternalism implicit (and, more often than not, quite
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explicit) in his treatment of the blacks and all the emotional effects
aroused by his attempted reconciliations do not have the Ffinal effect
of providing comfort in desolation; they merely serve as an incom-

V~piete disguise for the limitations in the ideology which informs

the novel. In the final analysis, Cry, the Beloved Country does
not so much display the iniquities of various aspects of South
African 1life; rather, it reveals the poverty of Paton's idéology.l

i
i
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I

It is in the novels of Nadine Gordimgr and Dan Jacobson thaf the
‘poverty of the 1iberal ideology is most fully displayed; in their
work it also receives the fullest criticism. -These novelisté both‘
began pubilishing their first work‘in the_?ifties, in a period in
which it would seem there was still a residual faith.in the
possibilitieslfor liberalism in South Africa. Their writings are?v
1nEormed by a specifically urban English conSC1ousness,' Beyohd
these 1mm°d1ate 51m11ar1t1es, howover there 1s a marked divergence
between these two writers, and this is a result of their individual
development as writers. Jacobson is a self-confessed liberai and

he has never ceased from pfofessing his liberalisma‘ Since all his -
novels point quife Canlusively.to the failure of fhis ideology,

at least in the South Afriéan cdntext, and since he'has_never
interpreted this as a sign that he ought to mddify i1f not chanéé
his'faith and approach, he has been drivenigo,that form of reémuncia-
tion which is self-exile in’England (as are many of his characters)
'wnere he has been able to continue writing from almost exactly the
same standpoint. 1In short he has not really developed at al1.’
On the other hand, Gordimer’s work attests to a long and continuing
devéidnment and central to this develgﬁment is her changing -
attltude to liberalism and its partlcular fate in thls country.
- And thls is one of the reasons why she is the Elnest novellsf yeL

ﬁproduced by south Africa. | o , ' -

1T

In The Evidence of Love (1959) Dan Jacobson himself speaks throuvgh

-the following passages
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Almost all white South African liberals
begin very early: that is their trouble,
or tneir glory, if you so prefer. Tiny
little children, they can be, when they
begin to !'feel sorry' for all the African
and Coloured children ... and though, 1like
any well-brought-up white child, our little
liberal is horrified by the snot that hangs
from the noses of the black children, at
the grime that is encrusted on the back of
their hands, at the very blackness of their
skins - still, in a way he does not under-
stand and does not even desire, he feels a
large, unwelcome and inexplicable responsi-
bility for their cold, their hunger, their
misery. It is a burden to him; a double
burden, a treble burden, for he is burdened
not only by his pity, and by his impotence
to relieve the misery that arouses his pity;
but also by his loneliness. 2 ;

Many of the dilemmas Qflliberalism which have already peeh outlined
in this thesis appear~ih this passage: . the unbridgeable divide
betwean a relatively liberél white world and that of the biack;

the horrified helplessness of the white in the face bf‘anythinéw
outside the pale of the o;dered affluence.of the whife worldé and
the impotence and loneliness of a minority which has nc power to j
bring about change;V But since these dilemﬁgsaand limitations are |
all worked out within the framework of JécobsOn's own liberalism’ 

he can never transcend them. “Whilst~ - el -, he is

Aparticularly critical of wou1d¥be, self-congratulatory liberals,
his own liberalism undercuts this criticism. And this,self—deféating

contradiction is particularly apparent in his earlier novella,

VA Dance In The Sun (1956). v;A . D S =

The péwerlessness'and bad faith of the liberal stance is carefully.
'deliheated in this work in thch two white English South African
students, hitch-hiking down to the Cape Ffor their summer holidays,
are forced to spend a nighf'in an isolated Karroo‘village Where,

-much agaihst their will, they are drawn into an interracial

!
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~entanglement. They find a,bed for the night in the home of the

Fletchers; Mrs. Fletchef's brother has seduced the sister of Joseph,
a black servant, and we witness the discomfiture of the well-meaning f
students when JoSeph refuses their offer of help énd exposes their

liberal pretensions.

The paowerlessness of the students,‘Frank and the nameless hérratOr;
is not only reflected in the number of dilemmas with which they are
Ffaced and_which they fail to solve, but also in their charactériStic
tone of voice, the liberal'toﬁe of voice.' It is one‘which is timid,
sceptical and‘hesitant; and it.is often reduced. to silenée both
because of and in spite of its ratidnalify and sense of superioritys
When confronted by the crude passions and dogmatié cértitudes of
’Mr.'Fletcher (whose evefy gpinioh is a stereotype of whife raci§tl
attitudes), the narrétor can only comment: “We had both lived long
eﬁough in the coﬁntry of'our birth to know *that to attempt to argue‘
with people who talk the way that man did is a waste of time and
temper, but for all that we weren't going t6hte11;him yes, we thought

3 Mo ma*ter how crass anrd

211 the cducated kaffirs shovld be shot."
vehement Fletcher 1is, he cannot bevoﬁenly repvdiated; he caﬁ be -
answéred only by that silence which is a sign of helplessnééso‘ In
thetface of a single-minded passion and bigotry; the 1iBeralg
accustomned to a more reasoned and feasonable{approach to fhings; has
to‘withdraw into aAdeEensive muteness. All his arguments aré ﬁOwef-

'~ "less against passion; his reason has no strength when it is

confronted by the unreasonable.’

However, this helplessness is not simply confined to a tone of voice
which runs right through the noveila; a voice which has the final

~effect of weakening whatever intensity the book might contain and
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estéblishing‘its persistenf tone of’dullhess énd flatness. This
voice is only one reflection of the weakness of liberal rationality.
For, more particuiarly, much of the helplessness of the liberal
stance lies in its charitable impulse, in that desire to do good
‘which is so much a part of‘it. Paradoxically, it‘ie this mofal
impulse which liberalism advocatesewhich weakens the liberalo Iﬁ:

A Dance In The Sun the two students are faced with a specific moral

problem - whether help should be given and fidelgty should be shown
to a wronged black rather than to e white; But since they do net
understahd that this problem is dltimately not open to an ihdividual
solution since it:ie merely a specifiC'instanee of:a system of
injustice which reigns over a whole country and which cannot be
'solved through a‘merely individual effort,‘they arekdeEeated and
Aend up with their sense of guilt and pity, which they were trying‘v‘A
to expiate, only inereased. (Remembering.his reactiens to the.tales
ofvhardship’told to him by black servants:in his childhood, the
narrator comments: - "And alreadyithere stirred within us the first
uneasy striviﬁgs towards guilt end pitym—_fge"guilt and pity that
wvere later to hunt us and shame us in‘oufheQﬁmcouﬁtryoﬂ4) Whét._
beg%ns_as e charitable desire on the part of the individual to be

of assistance to.anether.ihdividual is condemned to failure since

~ the actualﬂprobiem, its real causes and real solutions, are quite
beyond the seope of the ihdividual solutien; Thué the liberal |
»desire’of the.studehts‘to help on a man to man basisris fated to
degenerate into guilt and pity‘beeause of the ultimate lack of

- efficacy in their charity. -

Once again liberal values are revealed as useless in the context of
' the Karroo world which the novella depicts; they are readily

defeated and rendered powerless by the passions and divisions which

o~



pervade this uncultivated locale. Thus the students are*condemned

to remain outsiders, mere voyeurs, people who can look on but never

apart1C1Dat Despite the moral awareness and increased conscious-

ness they nlght have galned through Josephts ablllty to reveal the
llmltatlons of their 11bera1 stance, they reach an impasse whlch

can only be overcome througn escape, by their Dasslng on to the

gentler world of the Cape for thelr holldays.b

!

-Their eventualydefeat is once again a result of their liberalism

with,its specific focus on the individual. Frank and the narrator'
become enmeshed 1n what is osten51b1y an 1nd1v1dua1 moral Droblem,

and yet the SOCletal condltlons which glve rise to this problem are

'not'1nd1V1dua1; 'they are the result of a complex system of racial

divisiveness which has been imprinted on the consciousness of both
blacks and whites through a long history of exploitation and éﬁhu
servience. Because of the depth and pervasiveness of this system,

any moral act on the part of the liberal cannot hope to alter it;

it can only really be an attempt to mitigat%“the gquilt of an

individual cornscience.

Tt scarcely needs saying that guilt andﬂpity are emdtional complexes
which tend to be crlpnllng, and can all but destroy a person 1f

forgiveness of some sort is not forthcoming. In A Dance In The sun

it 1s made clear that forgiveness can only come from the blackﬁ

servant, Joseph, and, by extension; from all the blacks who have

suffered under white oppression. And yet this is not given.

g i

At the end of the book a deadlock nas been reached. Both Frank and
the narrator have been shamed by their'liberal assumptiens, ignoring

the barriers between races,kwhich‘have led them to believe,that they




217 A

can be of genuine and lasting assistance to Joseph: ‘he [Joseﬁh]
had exposed the tenacity and duplicity of my own feelings of white

‘baasskap - my own 'liberal'’ intolerances, my own assertion of waere

his place should be, and where mir_le.".5 Fletcher is left a broken

man, a .symbol of white isolation, duplicity and futility, performing

his enraged, symbolic dance in an empty, abandoned world, under a

P

pitiless sun:

We turned to look at Fletcher. Fletcher
was dancing. Alone in the veld, in the
middle of his dusty piece of ground,
Fletcher was dancing with humiliation
and rage and despair. He stamped his feet
into the dust, and gnawed his knuckles,
and twisted his ears, and pulled at his
chin, and brandished his fists. He was .
5till 112ting nis kaees, e was still
" raising the dust about his ankles when we
turned our backs on hir.. We left him
dancing there, solitary in the veld, a :
grotesque little fiqure, caperlng under s

o~

a blazing sun. 6

o

and Joseph remains inextricably linked to”him; theAblack remains

as a kind of nemésis, a thorn ihvthe flesh,-a living reminder of the
guilt from which the white cannot escape, whiistvthe twe students,
uﬁable to act effectively from theirm}iberal base, have to forsake
the'scehe of the‘confliét. Effeétiveij; there is no forgiveness;
the guilt of the whites has simply grdwn.

The dubious motives behind the liberal's desire to aét and help are

also revealed in A Dance In The Sun:.

We knew whose side we were on, without -
‘reflection., ~ And though we shrank from the
prospect of further scenes with Mr Fletcher,
of police actions, court cases, explanations.
and the geheral exposure of ourselves to
public gaze which we could not but foresee,
wve were determined, nevertheless, not to
betray the trust which Joseph, we felt, had
placed upon us by telling us his story and
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‘by calling upon us as his witnesses. 1In

the normal course of events there were a

great many duties which-we, like any other

citizens, were prepared to waive; but the

duty we had towards Joseph was .a limitless

one. Guilt and pity, I have said, were

hunting us out of countrv: here was an

opportunity to expiate both. 7
But when the narrator reflects in this manner, he 1s expressing no
more than a forlorn hope. The alienation that obtains between
races prevents any capacity the students might have to be of any
~assistance; and their lack of an intimate experience and understanding
of the situation in which they are involved makes their guilt and |
‘pity unreal emotions. The narrator'realizes this in a passége which
follows closely the one which has just been quoted: "We were adults
‘now, and ready and determined to act, but, insuperably, strahgenéss
and distance from the Stofy steph had told remained. I was as
white‘as I had been as a child and now, as then, the barriers in my
imagination protected me from a realization.of our task as intimate

as it might have been‘had Joseph been white.,.'?8

In The Origins of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt has written:' "In

times of growing misery and ind'ividualjelpleSsness8 it seems as
difficult tb resist pity when it grows into an allfdevouringvpassion
as it is not to resent its very boundlessness, which seems td kill
‘human dignity with a‘mofe deadly gertaintyﬁthan misery itéeli—f,"9

She sees a connection between help;éSSness, pity, and a loss df
human dignitym- Pity, thé emotionél response of the helpless -
individualy(in this case, the liberal), would séem to'be>a mechanism
vhich effects an identification with others (the pitied}) which
thereby reduces the helpléésness of the pitier. But it frequently
happens that pity serves to distort a situation; as a ﬁharacter

in sartre's Altona remarks: "When one does nothing, one believes

e S & on bt p =5 PR T . -
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oneselE‘respohsibIe For everything;"TO‘ Frank and the narrator,
acting from a basis of guilt and pity, fail to appreciate Joseph's
autonomy; perceiving him in the 1light of their own helplessness,

they assume that he 1s helpless too. As it happens, and to their

- shame, they are Droved to be utterly wrong.

Nevertheless, the two iibefal stﬁdents do not, in fact, show much
in the way of pity itself,‘ofianiinstinctive flow’of sympathy for
the suffering aﬁd down;tredden.i Their instincti#e reaction to the'
situation which they have walked into is non—intolvement' f"We

w1l

dont't want to get. 1nv01ved in anything 111ega1 " anough w1th-

drawal and a strained ob3ect1v1ty they attempt to Dlacate their own

fears of becoming involved in something which they might not be

able to control. The distance, suspicion and estrangement between
races makes even their pity and guilt somewhat abstract gestures
completely lacking in spontaneity. This distance and "objectivity"

to which they cling alsoc goes hand in hand'with the rationality

~ dictated by their liberalism. It is also oﬁetof the bases for a

- number ofkimportant contrasts in A Dance fﬁfTbe Sun.

The conSC1ously taken decision of the students to stand by Joseph
stands in stark contradiction to the spontaneous fidelity which the
latter feels for his Ffamily, for his sister ‘and her child. In

essence, Joseph is the'oniy character in the book to;Whom;fidelity

is natural, whose morality is a natural component of his life:

The profundity of this family feeling of his.
did not arise, it seemed to me, out of pride, .
or dymastic ambitions, or a desire to protect

a self-regard extended in an unwarranted

manner to the members of his family. Nor was

it merely an obedience to an imperative from A
an almost forgotten tribal past, whose commands
were to be grudgingly heard and grudgingly
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. carried out. It was not even a matter of
love -~ the protean emotion that excuses

as many evasions as 1t encourages selfless-
ness. The precepts that he was obeying - A
vere those of his own morality - a morality
that acted on its own level, almost word-
lessly, without Ffuss. 1In its’closeness and
unguestioned necessity it presented itself
simply as a part of life: what he was doing
was the act of living. 12

necine infidelities which characterize the Fletcher household.
Nasie considers himself betrayed by his sisterts rejection of him

after he made Joseph's sister pregnant; his sister, Fletcher's

rejection of her; and Fletcher himself is finally spurned by

His attitude, in turn, contrasts even more deeply with the inter- -

vwife, is broken by hner guilt at,having rejected him and by his final -

everyone - he becomes a figure who synbollzes the destructlve effects

"of white 1solat10n and racism:

He was abandoned: he had been cast aside
by everyone: even his wife had wanted to
leave him, and offered him now no support
at all in his anguish. He had been jeered
at and curs=d and a kaffir had worsted him,
no one had come to his defence, attempted
to deflect the accusations and insults that
had been flung at nim, no one had shown any
pity for him. He was alone, in a monstrous
, loneliness that was great enough to warrant
- ' threats and promises and Flattery and appeals
\ to white civilization to the two young men
who were in his house but implicated in none
of the other miserable relationships w1th
which he was surrounded. 13

There is a Purther contrast in the brother-sister relationships;

the unquestioned fidelity of Joseph towards his sister is set off

against the Sterility of Mrs. Fletcher and Nasie's indifference to

~her; his refusal to forgive and to atone for his past. There is.

the contrast between Mrs. Fletcher’'s shame at her brotherts "fall"”

and the consuming nature of her guilt for having consented to his

expulsion from her home, and the guilt of the two students who never

N e e e oo -
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seem to feel their own shame with much intensity.

All these contrasts serve to underline the essential lifeiessness
and isolation of the whites, however frantic and feuding their
various actirities might be, and however rationally the liberals

. amongst them attempt to comprehend theirvviolence. This isoletion,
vhich is only increase ed bj the students® 1nab111ty to act ef“ectlvely
‘and to underetand the real nature of. thelr 51tuatlon, is also
reflected in another repeatedly stressedvelement-ln the novella
whlch contrlbutes to their general sense of estrangement: namely,

the country 1tself.

The South African landscape is an important feature in all

Dan Jacobson's South African writings. Something of its importance

For him is expressed in an essay he once wrote, "South Africa:s

Explanations and Speculations™s:

my single overwhelming impression of South
Africa, when I look back now is not political.
wWhat I chiefly remember of .the country are
its spaces, simply; all the empty unused
Landscapes of. a country that seems to lie

_ bereft of any human past, untouched by its

- own history. Blue sky, brown earth, and

people who live unaccommodated between.
that is the abiding image of South Africa.
There is something remote, far-sunken about
the country, dwarfing the people who live in
it, and making them, in turn, sSeem remote
from one another. 14 L

i

His characteristic image of the landscape is an image of emptiness
and isolation, of a desert or semi-desert dominated by the sun and
hostile to human existence. It is presented at the very beginning

of A Dance In The Sun: "the veld was enormous and empty, and the

‘sun seemed to have seized the land, sucking all strength from the

thorn trees, and the earth, and our own bodies, leaving husks
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behind, husks of earth, husks of koppies, the vast empty husk of a

15

desert.” And»this same image of barrenness recurs throughout the

- book; "it becomes almost an archetype. Just as Schreiner's desert‘

‘symbolism in The story of An African Farm represents an extremity
of spiritualiand cultural isolation and deprivation, so Jacobsonts
Karroo deserts suggest aylack of‘divilizafion, culture and sociéty. |
The landsdape is used as‘ah objective Correidtive for the 1ackrofﬂ‘i
:texture in the'culture of a sdciety; the image of the landscape
 would seem to be dependent upon the 1mage of the human culture whlcn
it qontalns. ”he landscape is null and v01d because the fabrlc of
society is null and v01d And amidst this barrenness, stranded in
Va kind of no-man's 1and batneen an 1nhosoltable natural world and
-an 1nnosp1table 3001ety, the llberal is reduced to a partlcular klnd

of nostalgia, a nostalgia for-an absent civilization. After one of

his encounters with Fletcher, the narrator remarks:

It was a kind of homesickness, T felt then,
but it was a sickness for a home I had
never had, for a single cultivated scene,
for a country less empty and violent, for
people whose manners and skins and languages
were fitted peaceably together.” The lorry
on wiaich we had hitcned a 1ift from tchat
young couple, whose little history I had

- just heard, had hurled us-towards the man
next to whom I stood, and whom I had never
seen before, across endless countrvsides
of heat-seized, silent veld; now we stood
together for a moment before the next day
would hurl us apart again. Aand so Louw ,
himself had come, and Frank who was sleeping,
and the African outside who had been to -,
Johannesburg - a multi-tongued nation of
nomads we seemed to be, across a country too
'big and silent for us, toc dry for cultivation,
about which we went on roads like chains.
We were caught within it, within this wide,
sad land we mined but did not cultivate. 16

. There are few passages in English South African literature which
crystallize in so economical a manner the loneliness of the liberal

in a land in which the societal texture is threadbare and is
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 conducive to anything but the realization of liberal values.

Nevertheless, if it;is one of Jacobson's infentions‘to reveal thes
inadequacy‘of the liberalism of his students, and if he does dO'thiS>
quite clearly and‘successfuliy by pinpointing the impure motives
which lie behind their acfions and their failure to understand the
real nature of theVPamilyAfeud intodwhich'they are dravm, in his |
critique he himself failsfto fealize that his 1ipera1s'are biame-
wortiny not simbly,because they.act in order to relieve themselves ofi
their own burden of guilt. = As has alfeady been menfioned, fhey are
blameworthy because neither fhey nor their author seem to understand'
that the wrbngs they ére«tfying to‘redress cannot"be'righted thrbugh
an individuval act. Presumebly Jacobson uses the twvo students and

their liberalism as a kind of diagnostic tool. They give him a

perspective on events whigh might not be easy to control artistically;>
whilst the bieck (symboliZed by Joseph) and. the white~(SYmbolized |
-by the Fletcherrfamily who,vsignificantiy, include both Engiish and
- Afrikaans members)‘femain locked together/bECaqse of the injustices
done to the former bykthe latter, the libefais'remain outsiders who

possess the advantage of an overview- because of their estrangement.

A11 the'same,‘and as A Dance In The‘Sun shows4both consciously and
uncOnsciously,kSOuth Africa cannot be*understood from a liberal
perspective; and this 1ack of understandinj'applies both to'the
liberai characters and to Dan Jacopson himself; The latter, iike"'
the other novelists who have alreedy been discussed, whilst he isf
intenf upon explorinj the limitations of liberalism and some Of the -
conundrums it creates in south Africa, nevertheless does this from .
the vaﬁtage—pdiﬁt of his.QWn liberalism. However, one cannot .

fully criticizé 1ibera1ismifrom a liberal standpoint;v one needs

another ideologicai platform. But ne does not possess this .
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alternative platform. Consequently, he cannot see beyond his own
limited‘perSpective as well. And hence the arid, Ffruitless and -

ultimately uninformative deadlock which hasfbeen reached at the

end of A Dance In The Sun is a foregone conclusion. The novel ends

flatly and weakly.

Jacobson'slown inadequateAperspective is refleoted in«his oharaotefLa"
istic style. vIn'almost no othér English Southrﬁfrican novél 1s |
there such an 1nt1mate relation between 1deology and language° the
cool, relaxed reasonable and "obJectlve" tone of hlS language goes
hand in hand with the values which the liberal 1deology enshr1nes.17
“ And although Jacobson has clearly adopted his pedestrian, prosalc
style in order that it should form a 31gn1f1cant contrast w1tn the
dramatlc events WﬂlCh hlS narrative records, it is finally uncon-
vincing; 1t has the final effect of aeadenlng rather than 1llum1nat1ng;
His. style itself mirrors that detachment o: the liberal stance which
proves to be so sterile. It cannot Eully explore those unconscious

and irratiOnal aspects oP behaviOur'which a?éuso'dominant in the
novella. IL reaches no great- helghts of evocat1on nor great depths

of suggestlonn In the end, it is as-thin as the thlnness of the

landscape arcund erredal, and it is also as llmltlng as the liberal

ideology which lies behind it.

I1I - ) |
If one consequence of the 1ibera1‘stancé in a situation like South
Africa is impotence and bewilderment, then another is the death,df
the self. With the breakdown of that liberal view of the world in
which the notion of the‘stable, coherent self is such an'important

element, inevitably the old confidence'in the self will start
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breaking down as well. In The Beginners (1966) this process of
dissolution finds repeated expreséion, The novel itself is a
family saga which traces the careers of a Jewish family in South
Africa after the Second World War. It charts the attempts of
- various of its members,. and particularly those of Joel Glickman,
to find some certainty, a faith and a belief, in a world which is
 forever defeating those attempts and which no longer allows for any
certainty. The final lesson of the novel is contained in one of
Joelts realizations towards the end of it:

Once it had been his ambition td_learn Ffrom

the world rules, reasons, meanings; he had

wanted to know from scratch how he should

live; to know why he should live in one way

rathar tran another. He had failed. Faving -

failed-he had consciously and- deliberately

decided to try and remain modest, cautious,

demanding little for himself and expecting

little from everyone else, living as quietly R

as he could, trying to do a job of work

wvithout asking of it that it should either

change the world, or explain.it. But even

that, it seemed, was too much for him to
manage. 18 ’

[
\

He has finally to accept a world and a 1i£e which is inconclusive,
mdddled, wide in range, limited in certitude and utterly lacking in

‘meanings, intellectual assuadements and moral commensurations. -

The theme of the death of the self, or at least the loss of any
former certainty in it, is established at the very beginning 63 the
novel in a conver;ation which takes place between Sarah, wno w{ll
later become jbele mother, and her cousin Manny Rosing who,
significantly, is about to 1eéve south Africa in.order to study
psychoahalysis_in Europe. Having ﬁnsettled her by maintaining that

his task as a psychologist.is to spread doubt, he goes on to say:

'What we want them [people in general] to
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do is to accept their lack of confidence,
to know they'll never be confident again.:
It seemed that he was going to go on, but
he did not. :

Heavily, almost obstlnately, unwilling to
be put off, she asked, *what do you mean?
What do you mean when you say people will
never be confident again?*®

'Well ...' He drew the word out, then, with
a slightly mocking obedient tilt of his head,
he answered her. 'Well, as we imagine people"
might have been con:ident when they believed
in God, for example. Or when they believed
that the world was a place which changed
slowly, if it changed at all. Or when every-
body thought he'd been given a self or a soul

- which he could learn to know and could
struggle to improve.' He looked up: she

‘'was listening earnestly to him. 'We know

. that the old self no longer exists. It's
dead. It's been killed -~ not by us, you

- understand. Or not Just by vs. W2fre
simply the first, among the first, to recog-
nize what has happened. And the fiwvst to say
that if it's dead then you must throw it away -
as you would throw away any other old rubbish. .
It has to be done.' ... *Modern writing,
modern art, the political revolutions, the
psycho-analytic movement, theyfre all parts
of the same transformation. You see it at
work everywhere. You see it inside, deep
inside, everyone you meet. Itfs in you, in

. me, even in my father, Itfs a breaking-down,
not a bulldlngmun you understand, that's
begun. 19 . T

Nevertheless, despite this process of disintegratioh wnich is so

frequentiy stressed, the novel's main character, Joei,Glickman,

‘never ceases to strive for that coherent self which has been lost

becéuse’the world whiéh might substantiate it has vanished as well.
and he strives in‘vain. Aftef his ‘return from the Second Worl&<War,
he finds himséif at a loose end, afflicted by a sense of purpose-
lessness which is similar to that which Krebs experiences in
Hemingway's short story,‘"Soldier'é Home" s

Throughout his time in the army - he had

gone into it straight from school, shortly
after his seventeenth birthday, and had
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served in it for two years « Joel had been
hoping to come upor a strength and certitude
in himself which would be inalienable.
Alvays it had seemed to aim that he would
find it just one stage ahead from where he
was. Before enlistment ne had thought he
would put on strength with his uniform;
durlng his training he had expected to find
it when he was posted abroad; in the
reserves, when he had seen action; after
the war, wnen he would come home. Now he
was home; and where was the confidence,
‘the certainty, the inward securityv he had
been promising himself? What was he to be?
‘Where was he to live? How was he to live?
vho was tnere to gulde nim? 20

In essence, the rest of The Béginnofs‘fecords joel'o frustréfed
'attemots to énswef'theéé questions. = But it io his particular fate,
cand 1t is;aiso the fafé of most of the othér characters in the
novel, that whilst he comes to know any number of beginnings, a

w1de variety of startlng-p01an and varrlng exoerlences in dlfferent

countrles, he never finds any definite ends, any‘51ng1e thing to
which he could definitely commit himself arnd which would command

his unquestioned allegiance. o o ~

3

R,

- Part op his inability to commit himself or to find a commltment‘
WﬂlCh would fully claim his attention stens from his llberalLsm,A

‘his prior commitment to himself and to the 1nd1v1dug1. All through

The Beginners there is a defence of the individual and his or her’

.private life against the claims ofhhistorj,iand particularly the‘
claims which the South African historicalvsituation,‘with its ©
manifoid injustices, makes upon fhe'individual 1ife,. This is ih
accord with Jacobson's liberalism, his concern for personal relation-
ships; he makes nohattempt to remove them from the central position
which they occupy in the novel of liberal humanism even though his
novel deplcts a world in whlch liberal humanism has broken down.

When Joel, in speaklng to the girl whom he will one day marry in
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London, makes the following points in defence of himself,'we~are~'
partly receiving Jacobson's own defence of the individual and of

liberalism: - , -

'And that's not the worst of 1t,' he said.
'The worst is that I simply can't 1mag1ne

- anything being on any other scale. ' Do you
know what I mean? - And this is where I fall
out with the politicals, the radicals and
Communists at any rate - I mean, quite apart
from what Stalin is actually d01ng in Russia,
which I just start swearing about whenever I
argue with them. ©No, I mean when they talk
generally, when they start coming wvith their
ideas as such, when they talk about mouldlng
the future, chanclng the world, making
history. Then I ask myself what I will be,
what will my life be like when they're

- finished with thelr moulding and making.
And the answer is that I’ll still be me;

1 cairt't bzcone anyona else I may be richer
or poorer, or I may be in a concentration
camp, or I may be dead. 3But if I'm alive
I'11l still be bound by the things that bind
me now, because they're not just out there SRR
in soclety or the economic system; they're -
right in me, they're part of me ... everybod
is a self to himself, if you:.get what I mean. -
And the radicals hate that, really; they.
-cant't stand 1t; they want everybody to be
agglomerated with every one else in one big
thing which they can call history or the
future. That’s their way out. _But I had
enough of being agglomerated in the army,
thank you very much. 21

Given his individualism, it is not surprising that Joel should be
overcome so frequently by'self—doubt,kand a‘lacerating sense of his
- own puninessvand isoiation; his estrangemenf and poverlessness:

"he felt himself to be‘a mere disconnected, irritated pinpoinﬁ’bf
conseiousness; " nothing but a speék, a dot, a superfluity.'f22 Nor
is it surprising that he should expend so much effort in trying to

relate his own 1solated consciousness to somethlng outside thselr,

to a 1life in whlch inner and outer worlds, prlvate and public, could

meet.
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His membership of a South African Zionist movement .which eventﬁally
takes him to Israel where he works on a kibbutz for a period of - .
time before once again succumbing to a sense of futility, is partly
motivated by his isolation. As he says to another character whilstv

trying to explain his membership of this movement:

. 'We are trying to cure ourselves of all the
false, negative ways of being set apart
that we suffer from, the wrong kinds of
specialness.. Or loneliness.? ! :

'Loneliness?!

'Loneliness, marginality - I don't know what
the word is. But I know what the state is:
to be a kind of demi-European at the bottom
of Africa,; to be a demi-Jew among Gentiles.
Other people have other ways of suffering
from it.? :

'And if you're a Jew among jews - then you'll

be able to think cheerfully of balno snuffed
~out.! , v e

: \

'T don't know. Perhaps. Perhaps one would
be able to reconcile oneself more easily to
dying if one ‘felt one really did belong to

a living society, instead of just being part
of a - of a mad machine. 23

But, even more, his departure from South Africa is prompted by his

inébility; as a iiberal, to come to terms with the demands it

- imposes on him and the threat which it represents to his personal
‘liberty. Just before he departs for Israel he learns of the

Afrikaner Nationalist victory at the polls in 1948:

Joel's reaction to the news of the Nationalist '
victory was a selfish one; it was almost o
one of relief. Now he knew he had been right

to want to sever himself from this country;

the country, in coming into the hands of the
Afrikaner Nationalists had severed itself from
him.. Bverything that was least welcoming in

it, everything that was most provincial, most
bigoted, backward, barren, cramped, divisive

and suspicious, had been given power. He

could hardly be bothered to grieve for it.

He had turned elsewvhere. Back to EurOpe (for
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he thought of Palestine as a part of Europe);
back to the Jews; away from the haphazard
disorder and fortuitousness. of the country

of his birth, which, he told himself, had
never uttered a 51ngle, clear word he could-
understand and attend to with an undivided
soul. Instead, he felt, there had merely
been estrangement, pity, guilt, fear,
contempt, roused at one time or another by
every group in it - the blacks, the Coloureds,
the Indians, the Afrikaners, the English, the
anxious prospering Jews, all brought by chance
togetner, and held together only by their
needs and greeds, with no other shared ties

of history, culture, kinship, loyalty, or
even ordinary human sympathy. 24

Clearly, his liberalism makes him an especial kind of stranger‘in

a country of strangers. ConSequently,‘he has to leave South Africa

for another land in which he can pursue his private life.

Yet even living in the anénymity, the privacy and indifference of

England does not solve his problems. He still remains troubled by

his lack of commitment and by the lack of .acentre to his life, the

old centre which a stable self in a stable society might have given

in a former time. He is condemned to a stefile freedom and all its

uncertainties and erosions of self.

Now Jacobson's narrative of Joel Glickman, a liberal individual
perpetually lost in a world without certainties and afflicted as a
result'by a sense of the attenuation of his self, would be all very

well if it were not'forbthevfact that, as in A Dance In The Sun,

he continues to use the traditionél realist novel with all its

assumptions about a coherent self in order to portray this break- .

down. 1In The Beginners, a novel in which the 1iberal'ideology is

shown to be even more untenable, and in whlch the very class which
mlght underpin it is seen as totally disintegrated, nomadic and

existential, the central character inevitably Suffers From a sense

S
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of anomie and a loss ofrthevself. ‘But Jacobson nevertheless persists -

in using the liberal novel for a depiction of this and therefore

an extraordinary flatness of tone and characterization results.

For if there is no character, or if the whole notion of character

has been undermined, one cannot go on blithely using the novel of

liberal humanism,
One needs another
form of the npvel
anachronistic and

fajlure of almost

the inadequacy of.

‘the novel of charécter, to portray this loss.
method. And it is Jacobson's continued use of é
which an historica1 reality has rendered |
obsolete which is the méjor feason for the artistic
all his novels. Whilst he is cdncernedAté_depiét

liberalism or its breakdown, he nevertheless does

this through a form of the novel which impiicitly declares

liberalism still to be a going concern. Lionel Abrahams, in a

review of The Beqinners, shows some understanding of this debilitating

contradiction when he writes:

i g .

Jacobson appears to me to have miscalculated
at some point. Perhaps his error lies in
his choice of a realistic picture of the
world as a means of conveying his comment

upon

the real world today. The literalism

defeats the 1life of the novel - because 1ife
has to be showvn refusing to complete its
‘stories. Perhaps some sort of allegory, or

a surrealistic approach, might have set the

novelist free to remain a novelist, a creator
of that completeness that we call a story ...
Or perhaps the death of tfthat old self*, if
one believes in.it, also carries with it the
death of such personal forms of art as the
novel ... Born into an ever more rapidly
changing world in which life is increasingly
dominated by 'process of process', Joel 1s
- burdened with the death of selfhood. This
is why, from the novel's point of view, he
is an anti-character, and no doubt it is also
why he has to move through an anti-story ...
The trouble is that it doesn't make Ffor
interest, urgency, involvement. 25

There is a direct

correlation between the form which The Beginners

takes and Jacobson's own liberalism. The two go hand in hand.



But the.fact that both of these -do not go hand in hand with the
nistorical process which he is exploring is reflected in the lack
of intensity and fictional thinness of the novel; the means, the
form, through whichvhe is trying to master his material, cannot
properly come to grips i th it. In all English south African
literature there aré a few clearer examples than this book of the _
- way in which liberalism emasculates a ﬁovel and determines'its

artistic failure. ' B _ o i
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Among Engl1sh south African writers, Nadine Gordimer and J.M. Coetzee
alone have developed 1literary techniques whlch are able to deal
effectively with the 1mpllcatlons“of the demise of liberalism in
 south Africa, a demise which culminated in the assassination of the ‘
Liberal Party in 1968 ' And one of the most 1nterest1ng features of
. their work is the appzarance of modernist technlques in 1t. For-‘
modernism is clearly the literary form which is both an index and
expression of the death of that stable ego whichvis so‘important'to
thegbourgeois world View; aand thevﬁse of modernlsm 1mp11es tae
death of‘thelliberal ideology as well. Coetzee has been a modern1st
writer from the start° with Gordimer there has been a distlnct
evolution from a falrly commonplace traditional reallsm 1n her
early novels to the modernism of her more~recent work. She hereelp
has spoken of the manner in which her wrltlng hae followed a
distinct hlstorical development the collapse of ‘white llberalism
/belng the crucial event behlnd this developmenta In 1972, clear}y

referring to The Late Bourge01s WOrld (1966), she wrote: “T think

I am the sole example of a South Afrlcan whe has cho en that other

new theme -~ the decline of‘ln,berallsmB blackmand—whlteg that has
proved itself hopelessly inadequate to an'historical'situation.NT

Indeed, Nadine Gordimerts development ae a novelist cannoc Be

divorced from the changing historical‘circumstances in Southern
Africa over theilaSt three decadee. Her acute sense of‘;hese changesﬁ
alongtwith her awareness of the historical significance of various
evente; has been the maih factor behind her-development, behind that
steady movement to a more'radical,position which can be traced
chronologically in her work."As-historical circumstances in south

Africa have changed, as conditions in South Africa have become more

e — et ¢ - —— ko e ek e o . o o e <4 -4 e e s
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and more repressive,‘both‘Gordimer and her white heroes or heroines
have been fdrced to adopt a more radical stance as the only viable
one. Her three early novels can now be seen as clearly dramatlzlng
the fallure of white 11bera115m 1n South Afrlca - and thisg failure

‘finds its deepest expr9331on in The Late Bourgeois World (1966);

latterly, in A Guest of Honour (1971)? The Conservationist (1974),'

and especially so.in her latest rovel, Burger's Daughter (1979)?
Marxist influence has becdmé increasingly apparent. Unfortunately,
‘Gordimer's development on the level of ideology (erm a sceptical
liberalism to a more committed radicélism) has not been accbmpanied
by an increasing skill as a.novelist; ;Unliké her~short stories

wvhich are remarkable for.tﬁeir_concision, hér}novels,valﬁost wi thout
exception, are mérred.by a fulsome clutter of sensuous détail which,
instead of contributing to a rich fictional texture, merély‘succeeds
in choking and obscuring the tensions and intentions of hef néﬁiativésa
This is particularly ironical as moré and more she has become a
"novelist of ideas; and'yet more and more the clash of ideas which

she is seeking to articulate has been ;ost:ﬁnder the fulsamenés$ of -
her descriptive prose. And her inabili£y to"discriminate between
what is essential and what is irrelevant t¢ the progression of a
nov;1, along with'an often unnecessarily cluhsy syntax and pretentious
symboliém,2 is the major reason why, despite her exfraordlnary

ability to fictionalize the dilemmas raised by hlGLOTlcal c1rcum~
stances, her novels are all relat;ve artistic failures. : -

But theré is another sort of failure which weakens much oP.her early'

works: liberalism. The hopeless inadequacy of this ideology is

already prefigured in her first three novels, The Lying Days (1953),

A world of Strangers (1958),'and Occasion for Loving (1963), All

of these are concerned, within the conventional framework of the
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novel of character, with working out a liberal hero or heroine's
relationship tovthe contradictions in the South African reality,
the major ones, of course, being those which are a result of the
enforced separation between black and white worlds. The endings of

these early novels are instructive. The Lying Days closes with the

flight of its white heroine to EuropeP and although this heroine
Ihas made the commitment to return to South Africa, her commi tment
remains unformulated and unconvincing: it does nothing to solve
those South Afriéan problems which have ultimafely led to her

departure from the country. A Warld of Strangers ends in precisely

the samevway;' the hero, a»disengaged liberal publisher from England,
finally commits himself to remaining in South Africa. -Nevertheless

Kevin Margarey is quite correct when he writes:

The theme [of A World of strangerézvis a L
paradox - that of a non-ideological ideology,
almost an uncommitted commitment. Paradoxes
are nearly contradictions. One is not quite
clear, at the end of the novel, just how
committed Toby is. If he were going to
actually work for freedom in South Africa,

his Friendship with Steven and indeed most

of the novel would lose its significance.

But if he is simply doing to stay in South
Africa having African friends, his decision

is mildly interesting but not important or
dramatic. Lack of drama, indeed of strenuous
experience of any kind, is certainly a felt
quality of the novel. Miss Gordimer's view

of commitment as personal and passive rather -
than ideological and strenuous.leads her to
capture in the novel a certain casual, fcoolf
effect which is as llkely to dlsgulse a theme
as to evoke it. 3

-

Occasion for Loving - L deals w1th the promlnent liberal theme of

personal relatlonshlps and thelr ability to transcend an historical
perlod; it uses an 1nterrac1al love affair to explore this and
comes.to the despairing Conclusion that "sodlong as the law remained
uﬁéhanged;vnothing could bring integrity to personal relationships.®

Once agaih liberalism proves itself to be useless against the
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Aparfheid forces which are mustered against it. In fact, none of
these novels succeeds in_working out.a viable r8le or a satisfactory
relationship-which a white liberal might sustaiﬁ'in the face of the
‘gouth African reality; the note of commitment upon which all of |
them end is without substahce; it merély rounds themlbff into
artistic WhOléS} but without ever really exploring the practical
 gonsequences 6r possibilities for the committed whité manbdr_woman.
in a sense, all.of Gordimer's-characters follow a trajectory from |
a lack of involvemeht to commitmenf} They find themselves in one
‘of the classic existentialist'positions,‘abandonéd and forcéd to
choose between the‘attractidns of individualism and the commitments
demanded by collectivisme In an eariy essay, Sartre writes that
"ye remind man that there is n6 legislator but himself; that he

" himself, thus abandoned, musf decide for himself; also ... we show
that it is not by turning back upoﬂ himself, but alwayé by sééiings
beyond himself, an aim which is one of 1iberation or of some
particular realization§ thatAman can realize himsélf as truly

4

human."" In abstract, this accurately deséfibes the ¢ourse‘which

most of Gordimer's characters follow. But éihce, in the early

novgls, their commitment is unspecified it’remains'an inauthentic
onef their liberalism is never transcended and the novels end with
vacuous gestures designed'to make up for the revealed shortcomings
of the ideology which informs them. - N

The inconclusive nature of the personal relationships. which the
liberal establishes in these first three novels reaches a crisis

point in Gordimer's next novel, The Late Bourgeois World, which is

based on the sabotage effortS‘of the African Resistance Mavement;
a group of young white men connected to the Liberal Party who

resorted to violence in 1964 and whose actions not only served to
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‘discredit the Liberal Party once and For all in the eyes of white
‘South Africa, but also may be read as an indication of the sterlllty
of liberalism 1tse1£ at that historical juncture in South Africa.
The necessity for violent action, and the implicit rejection of the
constitutional programme for change in this movement, may be seen

as a comment upon the pOlltlcal sterlllty of 11bera11sm.‘

Alan Lomberg has written: "There is a devolutiop from confidence

and affirmation to uncertainty and near-despair invGordimer's

novels[down to The Late Bourgeois wOrld) ‘As that sense of‘aSSurance

in the pos51b111t1es for the reallzatlon of 11bera1 ideals decreases,

art1st1c assurance and centrol 1ncreases. 5

The Late‘Bourge01s
World is the one novel by Nadine Gordlmer,which is not marred‘by a

diffuse lyricism. In the words of Ursula Laredo, it "depends for |

its effectiveness almost entlrely on repeated 1mages of despalr

emptlness, and sterllltv "6 And this is appropriate; it deplcts
the nadir of liberalism 1n South.&frlca in~the political doidruﬁs
of the Sixties after Sharpev1lle, Rlvonla, and Lhe banning of black

polltlcal organ:.zatlonsa Lyricism or a sensuous realism is no

longer possible. .

IT

There are two quotations prefacing The Late Bourgeois Worid whichr

form the dialectical poles between which its central consciousness;_A
Elizabeth Van Den Sandt, oscillates. Significantly, the one is
- from Franz Kafka: "there are poss1b111t1es for me, certainly: -

but under what stone do they lie?" The other.ls from Maxim Gorky:
"The madness of the brave is the w1sdom of life.n» ~The.significance

of these two quotations is to be found in the fact that,whilst the
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former, in Kafka's usual interior vein, registers a doubt about
choice and action and is emblematictof European sterility and angst,
the latter, from the arch-protagonist of socialist'realiem, points
to a way of‘resolving theSe‘doubts and insecurities., In effect |

‘The Late Bourgeois World is a short novel centred around the

difficulty of choice and action when the polarization betweeﬁ races"
and the isolation of the whitevliberal from blacks as well as otherA
whites has made any choiee and'any action ektremely problematic.
‘The'inappropriateness of Elizabeth's 1ibera1 vaiﬁes entails a crisis
of values which, fn turn,‘entails a crisis of action - for the two

go hand in hand. Her exp11c1t realization that llberallsm is no

longer viable, that its values are useless, causes her long series

_—‘-——‘

of uncertainties and confusions as to what to do next, as to what

can be done at all. And in accordance w1th her v1olent oscillations
and uncertainties, it is no mere chance occurrence that hexr v01Ce
should become ipcreaSingly interiors thatt;t shoﬁld, in short,
become inc¢reasingly modernist. Fof with the seeming impossibility
of any effective political action, with it;Sapparent futility and
thetbreakdown of almost all social'relatfahShips other thaﬁ the

most mechanlcal and manipulative (and the 1solat1on,and lonellness
of the liberal is emphasized in this novel as never. before), it 13'

~inevitable that a losq of the self should result and that this

e

should be reflected in the drift of the narratorts voice toward the
interior monologue. The novel itself ends with her continuing
oscillation; .its final sentence; "afraid, alive, afraid, alive,
afraid, aliVe ...",7Ais‘mete1y her expression of that oscillation
between fear and bravery which is contained in the two prefaeing
quotations to the book. And if nothing is finally resolved, if no
satisfactory resolution has been attained by Elizabeth Van Den Sandt

by the end of the book, then at least an essential dilemma has been

o st o v L e e e e — - - - L e et ——— e e L e s g PR———
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laid bare: that is, given the sterility of the liberal ideology,
the necessity for another ideology, for‘choice, commi tment, and

action,

In all of Gordimer's novels the relation between the fictional world
she constructs and a certain historical reality and period‘in south
Africavis fairly explicit. This 1s particularly true of The.Late‘

-Bourgeois World., The socio-historical background to the novel ig

- clearly that period in the late Fifties and early 51xt1es when the
,'measurerof collaboratlon and close political alliance between .
liberal and leftist’elements among whites and blacks was breeking
dowvn and a generel eetraﬁgement end polarization'betWeen the.two
races was beccming more and more pronounced ThlS is expressed
quite clearly in mllzabeth Van Den Sandt's comment° "There was a
move among polltlcally active Africans to keep out of whlte housesp
no matter whose they were, and to reject f iendship. and even
intimacy with whltes as part of white pr1v1legeo"8 Although many
‘of the polltlcalcreferences and eplsodes,whlch are recalled by
Flizabeth through a series of deftly coﬁtrived flashbacks have a
disginctly journalistic ring and contp}bute to the artistic failuve
of this novel,'theyvmake Clear thé inteﬁtions behind The Late

Bourgeois World Through the depiction of a'day in the life of

Elizabeth Van Den Sandt (a day in which she’ learns of the °u1che

- WN—-—A

of her former husband, Max; paysfa visit to her son at his exclualve
boarding-school and to her senile grandmother at an equally

exclusive old age home; receives a visit from her lover, a liberal
lavyer with whom she is having a particularly tepid affair; and
later entertains a black activist), it attempts to delineate the

breakdown of white liberalism and to illustrate, particularly through

the 1ife of Max, some cf.the consequences of this breakdown and - the
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‘World. How does that appeal to you?"
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ensuing estrangement between blacks and whites. There is a Ffurther

intention, and this is expressed in the very title oF the novel:

The Late Bourgeois World. Clearly, Nadine Gordimer has set oﬁt to

give a portrait, or at least some ceimeosP of what she considers to
be characteristic of the historical period in South Affica on which

she is Focussing her attention - a world characterized above all

'Aby the death-throes of the white world. When Elizabeth asks her

lover, Graham Mills, "what'pould'one say this isgthé-age 6f?";
ryhat on earth do you think they'il call it in history?", he replies:.

nItve just read a book that refers to ours as the Late Bourgeois
9 ‘

In his chapter on The Late Bpurgeois’world in his study of

‘Nadine Gordimer, Robert F. Haugh has two basic, related criticisms

of the novel. First, he maintains that “we have in thisVnovel a
particularly embarrassing failure - againva»point-of—view‘problem -
in the woman protagonist. Elizabeth, the woman in her thirties

telling the story, has the swaggering bravadb=of a teenage~rebel,

Fow che could have supposedly lived through the events of her life

and_?emained the tiresome adolescent she is, boggles the mind.n 19

Having cited some examples of her malicious, vindictive nature and-

' Of the falseness at the heart of her professed candour, he goes on

to ask: "How can I believe the narrator upén‘any-oEAtheASubjeCts
in the novel: racial justice, whiré liberalism, revolutionary

resistance, or any other endeavour, be it personal, social, or
19 ‘

political?" ' And his second criticism, which follows Ffrom
Elizabeth Van Den Sandt?’s bigoted, uncertain point-of-view, is ag

follows: "When we peer more closely at Max Van Den Sandt, vhose

suicide we discover earlyvih the first chapter, we find a potentially

Eascinating character whose qualities are not illuminated by the
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manner of viewing; they are in fact hidden from us by ‘the diedain'

and vindictiveness of the viewing c:harac:ter."12

Although thesevcriticisms are just, Haugh is ultimately missing thet
' preal reason why Gordimer should have made her protagonist so .
blatantly repulsive ahd manifestly'unjust in her attitudeé towarde
nost of those w1th whom she has some contact.. The'iatter,'aiong '
Wlth the other whltes in the novel is obv1ously meant to ber |
representative of that sterlllty and arldlty whlch Gordimer sees as
a defining feature of her Late Bourge01s WOrld. It is flnally

'Elizabeth Van Den Sandt herself Just as much as the mother—ln-law

o e

and. father-in~-law for whem she has such scorn, who is the

representative figure in this desolate and dying world. The lack
W*' . P - e e - . . e vt 3 )
of development of the "potentially fascinating character®, Max,

the manner in which he'is so readily dismissed and Forgotten by his
former wife, and the readiness. with which: ghe glosses over his‘

obv1ous agonies, is a reflectlon of EllzabethV" own arldlty, ‘her

fear and consequent 1nab111ty to feel and dLSPlay warmth, fidelity,
and grlef. The callousness of her react;bn to the news of Max?s
'.~suie}de is exemplified by the way she crumples and drops the telegram
which infofms her of his death onto the breakfast tray; presumably
it is no more than another piece.of debris among'the debris of her
breakfast. Later, she weeps "not for Max' s deach but for the pain

"13 "But these 1nstances_of

and terror of the physical facts of 1to
brutality are-surely Gordimerts gtrategies‘to get the reader to

focus more attentively on the character of Elizabeth herself.

In the first ?art'of The ‘Rebel, in which he distinguishes between

rebellion and revenge or resentment, Albert Camus writes:
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Actually, rebellion is more than an act of
revenge, in the strongest sense of the word.
Resentment is very well defined by Scheler

as an auto-intoxication -~ the evil secretion,
in a sealed vessel, of prolonged impotence.
Rebellion, on the other hand, removes the
seal and allows the whole being to come into
play. It liberates stagnant waters and turns
them into a raging torrent. Scheler himself
emphasizes the passive aspect of resentment,
and remarks on the prominent position it :
occuples in the psychology of women whose
main- preoccupations are desire and possession
«»» Scheler is also rigat in saying that
resentment is always highly flavoured with
envy ... According to Scheler, resentment
always turns into either unscrupu]ous
ambition or bitterness, depending on whether
it flourishes in a weak mind or a strong one.
But in both cases it is always a question of
‘wanting to be something other than what one
is. Resentment is always resentment against
oneself... Finally, it would seem that
recsentmevt takes a2 delight, ir advance, in
the pain that it would like the object of
its envy to feel. 14

“Although the relevance of the whole of this quotation to The LE%&

Bourgeois World should be immediately apparent, the_part wvhich

speaks-of resentment as being the product of "prolonged impotence®

is particularly applicable to Elizabeth VaﬁﬁDen Sandt. For there
is no doubt that she suffers from resentment and its syndrome, and
M M

that her general scorn and sneering‘tOne 1s a direct result of her

'1mpotence, the impotence of her 11berallsm 1n a society in Wthh

her own 11bera1 values would seem to have become obsolete. -

As in the case of her ex-husband Max, her impotence is a result of

her attempt to reject the great ﬁhite lie, a refusal to‘identify

e

Wlth whlte South Afrlca and thereby to reap all the beneflts and

“pr1v11eges whlch thlS identification automatically entails. The

nature ofAher impotence is to be found in her refusal to be a
colonizer. Yet this refusal is only a nominal one on her part.

However much she might identify with the blacks and their struggle,
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Vbourge01s whites

As she says.
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she herself cannot escape frOm her own position as a white. During

an early episode in the novel when she is pouring scorn on whites

~ busy with their weekend shopping and "the plain evidence of the

superior living standards of white civilization", she herself has
to admit: "I too have my package of pork fillets and my chair in
the sun; you would not know me from the othersw [the other

15 Thus, however much she is estranged fram the

‘unthinkingVallegiances’of her own kind, however much she might keep

H

her hands clean as far as her own work is concerned, she cannot

vreally escape her own class p051t10n, nor refraln from "11v1ng vhite®.

In one 1mDortant sense, ‘then, The Late Bourge01s wOrld is about the

fdlfflculty, if not the 1mp0531b111tyv of crossing class and racial

barriers in the‘rigidly'stratified South African social formation;
and in which those who do not respect the demands for allegiance

and cemplicity required of them by the whiterruling—class estabiishé
ment are~fated to suffer isolation and impotence. But it is
Gordimer's failure'to'elaborate upon'Elizabeth“s futile hatreds,,'
her fallure to delineate the connection: between her impotence and
her resentment WﬂlCﬂ makes the reader all too ready to attribute
her malice to the author herself. .

Above all Ellzabeth's 1life would seem to have been based upon
reJectlonq The code upon whlch she had been ralsed as a chlld and

w41ch was also f01sted upon Max, vas radlcally 1nadequate and false.

- But I don't think that the code of decent

- family 1life, kindness to dogs and neighbours,
handouts to grateful servants, has brought
~aus much more than bewilderment. What about
all those strangers the code didn't provide
for, the men who didn't feel themselves to
be our servants and had nothing to be grate-
Fful for in being fobbed off with handouts,
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the people who weren't neignhbours and
crowded in on us with hurts and hungers
kindness couldn't appease? I don't know
what will be asked of Bobo by the time he
growvs up, .but I do know that the sort of
background I was told a child should expect
would leave him pretty helpless. I can
only try to see to it that he looks For

his kind of security elsewhere than in the
white suburbs. 16

‘in her own,family'life,lthe "shoddy”Awas'her'"siekening seCret"' »
and this led her to expecttthat Max‘would give her "Truth and beauty”,‘
something which, it turns out, he is-quite incapable of providing.
His parents and their thoughtless, affluent 11£e—style are also
unacceptable to both of them, as are almost all the whi tes who come

into the narrative as part of its background. Her rejection of this

past - and her scorn is the instrument‘through which she rejects

and distances herself Erom the obJect of her scorn - 1s no. doubt
justified considering the emptlness and 1nadequacy of the values
which it has provided. Yet the scorn onlyasucceedsjln car;caturing'

the objects of it, which caricatures only serve to reinforce and

justify the scorn in afcyc;lcal Wa§1 Mored#er, the desire to reject
»WﬁlCh‘lS implicit in the scorn only'serves,teiisolate her Ffrom her

' Veiaeg and it makes’no impreseionkon this class anyway.’aThe result
is an ETEEEEESS.WhOSE pain and Frustration she seeks to mitigate
through resentment,_ | |

Max‘Van Den Sandt provides a much clearer instance of both the
difficulty ofrbreaking out of theiwhite laager and away from itsA
ideology, and also of the dilemmas attendant upon this. But if
Gordimer fails to*make sufficientiy‘clear the reasons for Elizabeth's
reSentments; masquerading as honesty, then she also fails.totaccdunt e

in sufficient detail for Maxt!s particular make-up.
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The solitary nature of'Max's'childhood the refusal oF his pafentS'
to pay sufficient attention to him when he was troubled by a certain
'problem, only grows 1nto a deeper solitude with time when he rejects
" his family and all that they represent. Referring to his relation-
ship with a Black activist'who was once a close associate, Elizabeth

- says of Max:

“-he hovered irresistably towards what could
never be got down, what Spears didn't need
to get down because it was his - an identity

with millions 1like him, an abundance
chartered by the deprlvatlon of all that
Max had had heaped upon himself. Some of
the white people I know want the black's
innocence; that i1nnocence, even in
corruption, of the status of wvictims; but
not Max. And everyone knows those whites-
‘'who waat to be allowed to "love" he blacks
out of guilt; and those who want to be
-allowed tu "love" them as an aberration, a
distinction. Max wasn‘t any of those.
He wanted to come close; and in this - e
- country the people - with all the huddled
-warmth of the phrase -~ are black. Set
aside with whites, even his own chosen
kind, he was still left out, he experienced
the 1solatlon of his childhood become the
isolation of his colour 17 o

S

"And vi.th his isolation, the possibilities that are open to him grow
iesg_and less. . Running through wvhat" he mlﬁhL have becone, Ellzabeth
- suggests: "He might have been a lawyer; ‘but all the profe531ons

'were‘part of the white club, whose ;ifé membership ticket, his only .

birthright, he had torn up."18

Having rejected the white bourgeois
world, its privileges and the herd identity it offers, Max is.“
condemned to loneliness. And whéh his work,élong with black
‘acfivists‘is disrupted by police action, that lonéliness can only
‘have increased .The last news of his acL1v1tJes before he resorts

to sabotage is that "he had aqsoc1ated hlmself for a while with

people who wanted to organize a new underground white revolutlonary

19

group." The word "white" in the last phrase is significant; it
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indicates the loss of contact with blacks.

Max is repeatediy described by Elizabeth as a failure, and he ends
. . ‘-..-m———--"""“_~

up by being universally despised for having turned State witness

" and betraying his revolutionary comrades. As she says: '"He didn't

die for fhem - the people,'but perhaps he did more than that. 1In
his attempts to love he lost eveh his‘selfurespect in betrayal.
He rlsked everythlng for them and lost everthJng, He gave hisf
llfe in every may there is; - and going down to the bedvof the sea

1s,the 1ast."20 But Ellzabeth's greatest resentment for Max is

- inspired by the fact that he wanted her approval and admlratlon for

whatever he did, that "he retalned the revengeful need to be

Aacknowledged." Her recollectlon of hlS humlllatlon of a friend,

Felicity Howe,'seems specifically designed to show that "there was
only one reason why Max made love to her. 'Hehknew it and I knew it.
He needed approval and admiration so much that he was prepared to

throw in. a good fuck as payment.,"Q1 According to his ex-wife, Max’s

greatest crime is that he is selfish and does not love; but her

‘accusation is ironic considering her own inability to love as well.

Now it seems nothing less than a failure of imagination on Gordimer’'s
part that she reveals no relationship between Max's isolation and.
his exaggerated need for admiration. For it seems quite plausible

that having made the difficult decision not to play aldng wvith the

white world, and having forfeited the assurancé that comes from

belohging to a race of people with an assured sense of their own
identity (however false this assurance might be), Max would require
a more than normal apprec1at10n of what he was doing, of the course

whlch he had chosen. Elizabeth's acute sense of embarrassment and

the rage‘she Still feels for~Méx?s speééhAdn‘“mdral sclerosis" at
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his sister's wedding is a case in point. . The speech itself is,‘
utterly 51ncere, .what she cannot bear is its lack of effi cacy,

its impotence, the readlness w1th whlch it is absorbed and forgotten
by the guests. And if- the incident of the weddlng speech is
de51gned to show the difficulty of a. black~sheep among. his own kind
trying to get through to them, then it is obscurad byythe false

insight which Elizabeth has into it. Ultimately her reactions

fspeak more- of her own failures than those of her husband. Ultimately

-she is the truly isolated and impotent one.

Her sterility isvfurther‘reflected in’the,nature of the relationships
which she has. One of the ways in which Nadine Gordimer frequently
attempts to illuminate the quality of life in a particular society.

(usually that whi te English South African'society which is her

especial fictional province) is- by revealing the nature of the

sexual relatlonshlbs conducted w1th1n 1t°,;yo doubt;she recognlzes

e e i v W

that there is an 1nt1mate c0nnectlon between the condition or state
oE a c1v1llzatlon and 1ts erotic life. Oni&‘a cursory glance at
Ellzabeth van Den Sandt?s relationship with the lawyer, Graham Mlllsg

reveals that it is an extremely casual arrangement in which there

is a Qood deal ofdduolicity, in which large portions of their
respective lives are unknown to each other and in whlch no natural
dependency has been established so that, presumably, nothlng is
owed and nothing can be 1ost,t In a word, their relationship is a
convenient habit which can be chaiacterized both by Elizabeth's

22)

and by her later comment that "everything was slack and somehaw

absent-minded, between us."v23

If this relationship is an index to -
anything, it surely points to Elizabeth's general lack of involvement

and her fear of both giving anéd taking for fear of involvement.
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It is analagous to her<p01itica1 position.

This passionless alliance stands in stark contrast to her evening

'

with Luke Fokase, a black activist, whom she had known briefly in
[formervtimes. Unlike the'bther whiteé in hér story, he "is |
immediately.there";?é he is like "a young biack bull in a white
. 25, He“exemplifies black vitality and sensuality as
26

china shop."

opposed to the stasis and sterility of the whites. It is in this

episode that something like a_littie sensuality enters into.
‘Elizabeth Van Den Sandt's bleak and arid narrative. There‘afe
moments of flirtation and laughter before thé‘éubject of a bank
account For somé foreign money required by the black activists is

‘broached. Then, after Luke has 1left her, she reflects:

A sympathetic white woman hasn‘t got amything - .-
to offer him - except the footing she keeps
in the good old white Reserve of banks and
privileges. And in return heicomes with the
smell of the smoke of braziers in his clothes.
Oh ves, and it's quite possible het11l make
love to me, next time or some .time. That's
part of the bargain. 1It*s honest, too, like
his vanity, his lies, the loans he doesn't
S ‘ pay back: it's all he's got to offer me.
o : It would be better if I accepted gratefully,
- : ‘ because then we shan't owe each other anything,
- each will have given what he has, and neither
-is to blame if one has more to give than the
other. And in my case, perhaps I want it.
I don't know., Perhaps it would be better than
what I*'ve had -~ or got. Suit me better, now.
Who's to say it shouldn®t be called love? You
can't do more than give what you have. 27

- This passagé,«coming after she héﬁ woken uﬁkin some hbur of the»night
ahd Suﬁposedly~thought out in a mdmentvof lucidity, nevertheless
contains nothing of the resolution it is meant to imply. Whereas

she has only'a bank account to offer Luke; he has only sex to give
in return. 1IFf there is any honesty‘in this exchdnge, ifythrough

political circumstances and the predicament of her own isolation
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she has nothing more to give, then this honesty will scarcely form
the basis of a genuine relationship;"it 1s no more than an exchange
of goods. As in her affair with Graham, almost her last thought

in The Late Bourge01s World is that she should gratefully accept

Luke's sexual advances since then nelther w1ll owe anything to. the'

other, To the end she remains unlnvolved, dishonest, and afrald,

She will preSumably give a bank account and her body to Luke: Max
gives his life,» Earller on in the book however she reflects:
"you cannot hope to unseat -the great alabaster backside Wlth a tin-

pot bomb. Why risk your life? ‘The,madness of the brave is the

y@édoqﬂgf,l@ﬁg. I didn't understand till -then. Madness, God, yes,

it was; but why should’the brave ones among us be forced to be

28 In this conment on Max's llfe, on the way in which he

rlsked and lost it, she is also lmPIIClLlY referrlng to. a progresslon

mad?"®

in it, which,~although the novel itself fails to illuminate it
fully, is tantamount to a orogression fromsthe world’of the Xafka
quote to that of the Gorky quote, 'Max,'hatgﬁg estranged himself
from the white_ethos and having suffered'all”the diminished |
ﬁoseibilities that this must have entailed, and no doubt having
beeh driven to desperationrby this frustration, commits the mad act
of making a bomb. He has become an activist; he hasbtruly rebelled.
That he failed, both personally and politically, and thatlhevpayed
with his 1life for his failure, is hot thatvimportantu For the
suggestion is-that, driven to an:act of madness by his frustrations,
he has left behind the uselessness of liberalism. Elizabeth's«
question as to why "the brave ones among us should be mad?® fairly’
points‘oﬁt”the tragedy of the South African-1ate*boﬁrgeoié‘world;

R duive4 o . .
that those who are mad and brave are struck down. Yet although

Elizabeth herself is certainly not among the mad or brave (and it
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may be that her animosity is also inspired by the guilf she Eeeis A
at not being one of this company), there is the suggestion,ét the‘
end of fhe novel that she herself might be wiliing to involve
herself in politiCal éction again; that she herself might become

- one of the mad and the brave.

In conciusion,»What caﬁ be said about The Late Béurgeoisthr;g is.
that it 1s an ulfimate expression of the impasse of liberal values
and the impotence of liberals in South Africa in:the sixties. This
‘impotence,ieads the impotent into perversities of responsé (i.é.
resentment) in order to compensate for their manifold frustréted*
hpossibilitieé. Elizabeth Van Dén Sandt exemplifies this, With
these frustrations, with the inability to act being'oppreséively |
real, and with the whité individualybecoming increaSingly aware that
whatever contact he mighf7maintain with black activists is of &
negligible significance, two courses of action seem tdipresent
themselﬁesn ‘The one 1is ah apolitiéal resignation; the othef is an
‘act of violent rebellion whichﬂis’consequeﬁt upon the madness
induced by so many frusfrated possibilifiésa“*Max exemplifies this -

lJatter option. It necessarily signifies the refutation of liberalism..

And it is lafgely because The Late Bourgeois World reveals the

inadequacy of liberalism in the historical circumstances of South

Africa, and because it also reveals the consequences of the death

" of this ideology, that it is such a significant landmark in English
~ 'south African_ fiction. More than any other novel in this 1iterature

it marks a kind of'turning—point; more conclusively than any novel
by any other novelist it begins to break away from that liberal
tradition which had been the dominant one in white English South

African 1literature up‘to that point in time.k
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‘The Late Bourgeois world also marks a turning-point in Gordimer's

development as a novelist. Given: the impasse of liberalism which

she expressed so effectively in this novel, it is perhaps no surprise

that in her next novel, A Guest,Qf’Honour (1971), she should focus
on a'liberal_chéracter who is called by a particular situation’~

| a newly independent Africdn stdte - and who does comsdiouSIy chOQsé
to align himsélf and to'act, whateVer’the Consquences of that
_actlon mlght be,‘ As it happens, it results in his accidental‘deathg
‘Nevertheless, the meanlng of the central protagonist's career is
summed up in a Journal artlcle Wthh is quoted at the very end oE
the book. "In a number devoted to "The Decline of leerallsm" in
an Englishdmonthly journal he was discussed as an interesting case

' in point: a man who had ﬁpéssed'over from the scepticism and
~tesignatiOn of‘empirical‘liberélism to become one of those whémdre
so hauntéd by the stupidities and evils in;human affairs that they
are preparéd to accept apocalyptic solutions, wade through blood

if need be, to bring real changé.“"29' ' ??ﬁﬁ_ . ‘ .

In a later novel, The Conservationist (1074), Gordimer moves even

further away from that llberal ideology which was the nerve-centre
. Of her early fiction. It deals with a whlte 1and~own1ng capltallst

4

for Whom possessions are everything, and whose relat10nsh1ps}w1th
‘the world read~1iie a catalogue oﬁ'alienotions.~ He 1s an antiahero |
estranged from any sort of commumity; and this is reflected in.the_
fact that a large part of the nOvel consists of his‘interior'mono«
logues. Indeed with the absence’of any authentic relationships with
other people, hls monologues are 1nescapab1e, he has llterally

got no-one to talk to. In contrast to him is the small communi ty

of blacks who work his farm and who ultimately become a kind of
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collective hero becauee they#are the true caretakers of the land,
and their living is characterized byaa fidelity to relationships,
Vboth to the living and to the dead. The final paragraph of the
novel, after an unknown black has been buried, expresses‘this:

"The one whom the farm receiVed had no. name. He had no family but -
their women wept a little for him. There was no ch11d of his

- present but their Cﬂlldren were there to live after hlm. They had
putvhlm away to rest, at last'f ‘he had come back He took pOSSQSSlOﬁ“

of this earth, \theirs;‘ one of them."30

This novel conforms falrly
closely to what Lucien Goldmann has called the novel of collectlve
‘asplratlons‘A By its very hature,e1ts class p051t10n and social
”organization; White English South Africa, particularlyrthe English,

could not possibly be the group hero of such a novel., Effectively,

-

it would seem that in The Conservationis ord1mer has wrltten off
the whites..

F1nally, in her most recent novel Burger“s Daughter (1979), Gordimer

moves even further away from the llberal 1deology. The deep Marxist
influerce on this ‘book 31gnlfles‘thls movement. In thisknovel, by
attempting to integrate the fictional and the historical, she is
doing something similar to that which SOIZhenitSYn has achieved

in his historical novels ovaussianvliEe under Stalinism; dealing
with a ‘history which has been consighed to oblivion. And although
“her attempts are awkward and clumsy in conoarlson with Solzhenitsyn‘s,

Burger's Daughter does, in effect, reclaim that tradition of Marx15m

as formulated by the ANC and SACP which has long been forced under—
ground in South Afrlca. Just as- the central character, Rosa Burger,
is“COncerned through much of the novel to literally "re#collect”

her dead parents' Communist past, so Burger's Daughter is an-act of

remembrance, a recollection of what has been temporarily smothered
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by the present white régime. And by dealing with this Marxist
trédition, Gordimer implicitly declares:the nullity of the liberal
* tradition and revives another which, it would seem, will become
Vincreasiﬁgly prominent in bothrlife and literature in South Africa

in this era after the Soweto revolt of 1976.
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In this thesis it has been‘my concern to examine the deep_infiuence_
which the liberal ideology has had on_almost a century of white
English South African fiction and to specify some of.the ways in
~which it has determined the failﬁfe of this literature, both
artistically and politicaliy. At the time of writing, with the
‘death of liberalism in south Africa, it would seem that Gordimer

and J‘M..Coefzee respectivély represent two ways oﬁt 65 the'culmde;‘
sac which has come abouthithAthis death. I héqe noted the |
increasing Markist_influence on Gordimer's later fiction; This is
one way. Clearly, Coetzee has taken the other. Fér, in'essénce

his novels are novels of the absencevof the subject, of charécters
disembodied in a colonial»ﬁilieu by.a freedom so 1aw1ess that it

is tantamount to'imprisonment. Ali his characters, or ciphers,

are engaged in'a desperate endeavour to forge é stabie ego, a
coherent self df.certain reality, in é violent world in which ﬁéthihg'
exists, in which'there are né authentic re;afionships,.to éubstaﬁtiate
a self. Hence their existentialism. 7Coetzee's'moderni§m.may itself |
be regarded as implying the death of libeyéiism“ What is cléar

from his work (and also from,Gordimer’s5\f§”fhat it is no longer
pdssible to write the traditional liberal novel in contémporary
Sougﬁ‘Africa and, at the same time, to @rite a meaningfﬁl work of

' art; Whatever course future South African literature in English

~ might take, it is clear that it cannot be iﬂformed by.the ideology

of liberalism. If writers continue writing within this dead»?~ |
tradition whicth have Outlined,jtheir work will be poséessed'by

- a corresponding deadness; 1t will be avstili-born literafure.
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