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South 
and oconoa 
l i v o in t l 
"White Sout: 
bolicvo t h a . -
c lu s ive ly of white IOOZU Kilfl n a t i o n i s xn no way connected 
with anyone of a d i f f e ren t co lour , save tiuvt t he re coo BONO 
blade wen who form p a r t of the h o s t i l e environment i n which 
tho nation has to l i v e , This a t t i t u d e of rand has produced 
the p o l i t i c i a n s who -orate of " the na t ive p rob lcn" , tho 
econbnists who divide by 2,000,000 when c a l c u l a t i n g South 
Af r i ca f 3 na t iona l income per he^d of popu la t ion , and t he 
w r i t e r s for whom non-Tjuropoans a re not l i v i n g charac te r s but 
merely a bacliground source of Ww l o c a l oolour11* 

Both English vjdLAfrikcans wr i t e r s arc t o bo found i n 
t h i s category, • though tho arraroach of the two i 3 s l i g h t l y 
d i f f e r e n t . Lewis Sowdcn, w r i t i n g - i n "Trclc" (Sont# 1950; , 
pleaded for South African w r i t i n d e n t i r o l y divorced from the 
colour i s s u e , on t!ie ground. 3" t h a t "oeople i n Soutji Af r i ca , 
white people a t any r a t e can and-mostly do l i v o l i v e s not 
BKLOh d i f f e r en t ireia those l i v e d by *.x>o'olc i n Suro^o and 
Axiorica". Jfr. Sov/don apparen t ly sees South Afr ica a3 an 
Engl i sh country mysteriously t r anspo r t ed to the Southern 
Hornsphere• Writ ing based on t h i s aoou?ntion abounds i n 
the columns of "The Outspan11, but nothing worthy of se r ious 
d iscuss ion has noon -oroduce'd by t h i s s choo l . 

• 

Afr Havana wr i t e r s do not g e n e r a l l y go ap f a r as Mr. Sowdcn 
in ignoring the exis tence of r a c i a l n r o b l c ^ s . They 30c t h e i r 
t a s l : as t.'-.e doscri-otion of t he A f r i k a n e r ' s s t r ugg l e s i n an en-
vironnont Mixaistdng of void , a n i u a l s , kn f f i r s and "ng l i shnon . 
Won-.-urouoan charac ters a-rwar i n t h e i r boo!:s i n convent ional , 
storootyped forma. Sor.o times these charac te r s a rc svaoa-
t n e t i c - - tho f a i t h f u l "coed boys'1 who form oar t of the f u m i -
*if ^i1 1*- i J ^ l l i c r u r a l s o t t i n g in which Afrilcaans w r i t e r s 
£ L £ t A S H S * * ^ * 5 0 i r s t o r i e s . Thus C.!I. van d c r 
S £ £ ' i~ Sorior'', introduces some conic colourod labourers 
J S e i S L S S a t o

f t ! « « s o l l c atMosTihere. More often they a r c un -
S ' f l » L7 ^ t a ?T K L 0 0 d t £ r o t " t r ^ 3 m e n or i n s o l e n t , 

wSSSi '*?*? S" 0 1 1 ?* 8 ' whcn van dor Ilccvcr, in "Droocto". 
wants a syr.bol to epitorJ.se tho downfall of tho Afri!~ans 
ffiSfJS?-f°ii*S!S «*0H their postorai pmSiST«SM&S 
alien cities, ho finds it in tho native taxi by which his hern 
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in run over a t tho end of tho book. With ono or tuo excep­
t i o n s , tJiia oort of rvnironch to tho rion-ihiro-ncan in standard 
.-vMon,- AfriJcjuvifl writuro.- Who r>rota<*;oriistn of t!ioir otor iue 
are Afr ikaners . All other kinds of won nxc pna*t of tho 
soonorv. 

No wortJjy South African l i t o r a t u r o can oonc fron the 
authors? v/xoao s t a r t i n g point i s a l i e . l/hito Couth -/.frier. 
in a myth; the only rof t l i ty i s blr-cJc-and-whito South Afr ica . 
Vhe need to face thin r e a l i t y i s {jraduully bccoZiin^ :-u>ro wido-
ly recognised ^icnf; w r i t e r s , and books which t ry to deal with 
South African socie ty ee a whole r-re bcco.,in£ core ccu-ioii. 

'Jot al-3 of these books are o^ equal v a l u e . I t i s not 
easy to wri te about the whole of South Af r i c a ' s people , be­
cause there i s a whole s t ruc tu r e of r a c i a l - b a r r i e r s "cr lcula tod 
to -oreve-.it white ncn fron g c t t i n c to* know black noil and black 
ncn from g e t t i n g to Iciow white mon# iftius the w r i t e r , be he 
white or black, inev i tab ly f i.ids hin9olf a t a disadvantage in 
doaliu-j, rf*tn one or ot i c r . s cc t i on of h is fel low nen. I-feay 
wri tora iiavo sought tho easy way out of t h i s d i f f i c u l t y . Thcv 
casy way its t© wr i te 3ono v io l en t and b i z a r r e s t o r y , preferably 
in a h i s t o r i c a l : sctti:v-;> which enables tho wr i t e r to ilrauEitise 
the colour p£obncn crudely without tryi}]£ to probe the overy-
day r e a l i t i e s of i t . Kisccconation i s the favour i te topic of 
t h i s kind .of W r i t e r . I t i s a "darins11 t o p i c : the wr i te r 
who tacklos i t can boast t ha t he i s facing r e a l i t y unf l inch­
ingly . It i c A topic loaded with ready riodo tens ion and 
tragedy: , t k J c r e s t novice should be a-^le to -nroduce a t ea r 
or two witn I t . Yet i t can .often become nothing but a mask 
behind v£\&ea the r e a l i t y of r a c i a l problems i s evaded. Mis­
cegenation i s not a r.ia(;or phonononoh of South African Society, 
I t i s not a Victor which enters in to the l i f e of tho average 
So\ith Afri^can* V/c do not necessa r i ly f e e l ourselves involved 
in a storv-ox r. iscc^onation, and i t 'may siirply t i t i v a t e our 
race-consciousness without s e r ious ly quest ioning tho v a l i d i t y 
of r ac i a l i s t ) a t t i t u d e s . 

!Qi0 r'oal fu ture of South African l i t e r a t u r e l i e s -with 
those v/ritors v/,iio h&vo t r i e d to t r e a t South African socie ty 
as a whole by wr i t ing of the everyday r e a l i t i e s of South 
African l l f f l , 'Jhoro arc not i\any of these as y e t . Per ­
haps the two v.'.oct proninont are Pe te r Abr;\ha:ns and Alan Paton. 

Pe t e r ftbrtvuxia !iao been gramil ins with' r a c i a l -oroblcns 

e v e r / . • • • • » 

http://-oreve-.it


~ 8 -

ever since he started writing. His early works, though 
praiseworthy in their intentions, failed to overcome tho 
difficulties which beset tho realistic South African writer. 
In "Song, of the City", there wore sonc excellent touches of 
realism in the presentation of the African characters, hut 
tho European characters wore nost unnatural and there was 
almost no atter.pt to fit the two sets of characters into a 
single plot. 

''Mine Boy" was also a failure in its presentation of 
European characters and their relationships with non-Euro­
peans. Mr. Abrahams' two latest works, "V/ild Conquest" and 
"The Path of Thunder" achieve a larger noacurc of success. 
"Wild Conquest" is a historical novel, dealing with the period 
when white and black South ̂Africa wore still to sons extent 
separate* Tup problems presented by this period ore a great 
deal less intractable than those presented by contemporary 
South Africa, The clash of the two pastoral societies of the 
nineteenth century wan a sirnlc oroccss compared with the con-
iDlexitics of our industrial society of today, ifc. Abrahams 
has arJLo it annoar even sinnlcr thro it really was, and his 
history is pretty shaky in places. Like all beginners in the 
field of historical fiction, he endows so no of his characters„ 
with a completely incredible ability to foresee the future. 
Yet he has succeeded in capturing oonothing of tho barbarxc 
tragedy of nineteenth-century South Africa. 

"Tan Path of thunder" is the story of a coloured teacher 
in a plattoland dorp. Isolated from the backward and unedu­
cated coloured corar.runity, he falls in love with a white girl, 
and tragedy results. The story is, in ̂ arts, raolodr orotic 
and inprobablo and Mr. Abrahans has not altogether avoided the 
pitfalls of facile dramatisation. There is, nevertheless, 
much of value in the book, especially in its treatment of the 
difficult relationship between the sophisticated teacher and 
his uneducated fanily and friends. 

Alan Paton's "Cry tho Beloved Country" i3 a maturcr work 
than suiy of Peter Abrahams1; it shows a ju&gemont less 
clouded by enotion. Yet Mr. Pat on has not entirely succeeded 
in portraying the realities of South African Society. Ho is 
too Liuch concerned to draw a moral fron his story, too pre­
occupied with the justification of his own brand of Christian 
liberalise. The result is that his plot and characters aro 
not entirely true +o life. 

A third/ 

http://atter.pt


9 

A third writer who deserves montion at this point is 
Phyllis Altman. In "Lav; cf the Vultures11, she Snows a keon 
awareness, not only of existing racial problems, but also of 
the political consequences which ari3e from then. The i&eas-̂  
which she Wishes to convey are valid and inpoctaiMb, -Unfor­
tunately .her technical skill as a writer is not yet equal to 
the tasks which she sets herself. Her characterisation is 
woak; the central character of the book, Thacle, seems to 
become a completely different person halfway through the book. 
While his experiences account for his changed attitude towards 
the Europeans, they do not explain how the self-effacing' 
nonentity of the earlier chapters becomes the dynamic, success­
ful demagogue of the later part. The remaining characters 
are flat and monochromatic." Most of the book lacks atmos­
phere and richness of detail. This leaves ono with the 
imorcssion that one h&e»«oad a social worker's case book 
rather than a novel. nevertheless, & & . Al-tman has un­
doubtedly won herself a place among our worthwhile -writers 
and tftat place will become more important as she gains 
experience. 

Ttfhat South Africa still awaits, then, is a writer who 
will Sec our society clearly and whole, with feeling for its 
tragedy but without muddled emotion, with a positive philosophy 
of His own but without moralising. Though we have' not yet 
-oroducod such a writer, the best of o xr literature seems to be 
moving towards this ideal. South A'rica has all the raw 
raatorial for groat literature Perhaps it will not be long 
before a cra£fcsnaai worthy of the material will appear. 

0O0 


