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ABSTRACT 

A STUDY OF THE RACIAL THEMES IN FAULKNER'S 

LIGHT IN AUGUST, ALAN PATON'S CRY, THE BELOVED 

COUNTRY AND TOO LATE THE PHALAROPE 

RAMAMURTHI 

DECEMBER 1997 

The racial curse is one of the recurring themes that captures and envelopes twentieth

century fiction . This study concerns the racial themes in Faulkner's Light in August, Alan 

Paton's CryF the Beloved Country and Too Late the Phalarope. 

Faulkner exposes the racial theme in Light in August by tracing the life of Joe 

Christmas and the conflicts he encounters until his death. Paton' s Czy the Beloved Countr:y 

is a study of the exploitation of the non-whites and their plight by the elite ruling class. The 

study examines a series of important issues -- philosophy, moral indignation, sensitive 

character analysis, and man's understanding of his fellow human beings. The focus of Too 

Late the Phala~ is the Immorality Act. The study also raises various racial, political and 

social issues. The study concludes with both writers' attitudes toward race and the reasons 

for the major impact these works have had in the fiction of our century. 
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CHAPTER l 

INTRODUCTION 

It is an irrefutable fact that the twentieth century marks a dramatic period in the 

history of man. It marks an era in which racism has run strong in the United States and 

South Africa. Two of the foremost writers representing the United States and South 

Africa, respectively, were William Faulkner and Alan Paton, who captured the racial 

theme in their writing. At the outset, it must be mentioned that both writers were white 

and representative of the ruling class. Nevertheless, in their writing they portrayed a deep 

understanding of the plight of blacks. They were able to portray in their work how these 

two calculating countries made, at this moment, mistakes, disastrous alike to their 

ambitions and their safety. These writers certainly had the advantage to point out the 

misfortunes that were sustained, but they did not have the knowledge to consider 

sufficiently what the results of the opposite might have been because they were not bound 

by the racial curse as were blacks. Nevertheless, Faulkner and Paton were like watchdogs 

of the discriminatory laws that affected the blacks in their respective countries. 

Although in Faulkner's writing, he drew the issue of color from Southern society 

and from the controversial aspect of race, his writing centered on the discovery that 

people leading commonplace lives in the backwaters and the middle class of American 

society were as worthy of serious literary treatment as anyone else. He also probes man's 

injustice and inhumanity to man, which are the subject in Light in Au~ust. 

This thesis is not an exclusive scholarly explication of Faulkner's writing or 

Paton's exposition of the racial curse, but rather it is an attempt to probe the manner in 

which these writers have produced in fictional dress the atrocities and the horrendous 



2 

application of racism in America and South Africa in the twentieth century. 

William Faulkner was born in 1897, just one year after the famous Plessy vs 

Ferguson decision which spelled out the constitutionality of segregation on the basis of 

color. Although the ambit of the Ferguson decision focused on segregation on interstate 

transportation, its "separate but equal" ruling provided the legal basis for public 

segregation in the United States. This decision remained entrenched in the United States 

until it received its death blow in 1954 with the court spelling it out in Brown vs Topeka 

Board of Education that segregation on the basis of color is unlawful and 

unconstitutional . 

As regards Light in August M. Nell Sullivan writes in her article: "Persons in 

Pieces: Race and Aphanisis in Light in AugusC: 

writes: 

Like many other Americans in the first half of the twentieth century, Joe 

Christmas is subject to the legal, social and psychological manifestations 

of the Jim Crow's statutes that his very name echoes and his fragmented 

'black body' becomes a metaphor for the segregated United States. 

Joe's meditations, "all I want was peace" and "something is going to 

happen to me," reveal the precarious nature of his psyche. 

In Light in August, all the characters "are linked in a rigid structure whose 

cornerstone is race." (502) 

Although there is no concrete proof that Joe Christmas is a "nigger," Sullivan 

When he is a small child at the orphanage, the other children (prompted by 

Doc Hines holler ''Nigger! Nigger!" when he attempts to play with them. 

Breaking with her role as a nurturer, the dietitian calls him a "little nigger 

bastard" when she fears he will reveal her sexual indiscretions to the 
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matron. The dietitian' s verbal barrage sets the tone for all Christmas's 

intimate relationships, for he will have the epithet hurled at him by friends 

and lovers throughout his life. Bobbie Allen, the waitress/prostitute with 

whom he has his first love affair, screams out her anger at him, "Me f. 

king for a nothing a nigger son of a bitch," an interjection accompanied 

tellingly by the physical blows with which Bobbie's male friends pummel 

Christmas, though her hateful words are perhaps a deadlier weapon." 

(503) 

Joe Brown (Lucas Burch) also resorts to the inevitable racist terminology when 

angry by telling Christmas he is "damn niggerblooded" and a "nigger," (August l 03·04). 

Joanna Burden, who refrains from calling him a nigger called him "Nigger," in other 

subtle ways. When she leaves food for him in the kitchen rather than dining with him in 

her house, he comprehends its meaning that it is "set out for the nigger." (August 224) 

Sullivan fm1her states: 

In Yoknapatawpha County, where the white population controls the 

official discourse, the word "'niggern has an entrenched, tacitly accepted 

meaning. As Charles Nilon argues, Faulkner in Light in Au2ust explores 

"the social responses of an individual and the people around him" to those 

connotations. One such c0IU1otation is crime, so that the sheriff auto

matically attempts to complete the crime scene by adding a "nigger" to it. 

Even before Christmas is suspected of killing Joanna, much less of having 

black blood, the sheriff says, "Get me a nigger," and the deputy promptly 

returns with a randomly selected man to interrogate. (504) 

Joe Christmas is introduced to us as an illegitimate child. He was kidnapped by 

his grandfather Old Doc Hines, the fanatical old man, fearing the disgrace that might 
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befall him with the presence of an illegitimate child. He dumps Joe Christmas. Doc 

Hines associates Joe with a Negro despite his daughter's insistence that Joe ' s father was a 

Mexican. Hines, the despicable old man, unknowing to Joe, takes up an appointment 

at his orphanage as a janitor with the specific purpose of degrading and humiliating Joe. 

Doc Hines thus stands as a spokesperson for the propagation of racism, even at the 

expense of his own grandson. Sick as this conduct may seem, this was part of the 

Southern tradition on humiliating and embarrassing blacks only because of the 

pigmentation of their skins. 

Joe is adopted by the McEachems, and he escapes through a window at night. In 

the course of his wanderings, he finds himself a job in Jefferson in a planing mill. He 

befriends Lucas Burch (alias Brown), and both of them take up residence at Joanna 

Burden' s cabin. It is here that Joe meets the ripe old spinster and conducts an amorous 

relationship with her. When he discovers that she plans to send him to a Negro school 

and win his soul, he resists, murders her, and sets her house alight. He escapes and is 

apprehended at the defrocked priest Gail Hightower's kitchen. Here his pursuers, led by 

the infamous Percy Grimm, conduct the grim business of emasculating and killing him. 

These are the bare bones on which Faulkner has pieced together Joe ' s life. 

Faulkner brings to our attention that Joe ' s impression of America cannot be defined by 

perimeters and focal points because he is haunted by the racial curse and his search for an 

identity is doomed from the start. Faulkner presents Joe to us as a very desperate man, 

but in doing so Faulkner tries to show us that there is an heroic intensity in him in his 

search for an identity. 

As regards A Ian Paton' s Cry, the Beloved Country and Too Late the Phalarope, it 

is important to sketch briefly the history of apartheid in South Africa that provides the 

main themes of these novels . At the time of Cry, the Beloved Countey South Africa had 
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approximately 12 million people of whom two and half million were whites; one and half 

million of these were Afrikaans speaking, and one million were English speaking. The 

'~coloureds" comprised about one million. They were the descendants of black/white 

fornication until apartheid laws forbade sex across the color line. The Indians constituted 

about a quarter of a million, whose forefathers were contracted to South Africa to work 

on the sugar cane fields, of whom the writer is a descendant. The majority constituted 

eight million blacks, of the African tribes. 

The Afrikaans people were of Dutch origin and came to the Cape of Good Hope 

on April 6, 1652, led by Jan van Riebeeck on three ships, "The Dromedaries," ''Reiger" 

and "Goed Hoep." Earlier navigators had no intention to settle in the Cape, which was 

known as the Cape of Storms but used it as a refueling station on their way to the East. 

The rich, fertile valleys and the magnificent Table Mountain of the Cape mesmerized 

them, and they decided to stay. It is here where the Dutch for the first time met the 

Bushmen and the Hottentots. The Dutch fell in love with this new land, and they called 

themselves Afrikaners with their own language, Afrikaans. 

As the Afrikaners moved to the North, they encountered the warlike black African 

tribes. Their confrontation with the blacks led to long and bloody wars, and the history of 

these encounters is one of terror and violence. As a result of these bloody encounters the 

attitude of the Afrikaners hardened towards the black man, and they vowed to keep him at 

arm's length. They sincerely believed that they needed a rigid separation of black and 

white. Thus they promulgated laws to the effect that the white is the master and the black 

is the servant. In addition to these laws, they created the iron law that prohibited sex 

across the color line. This law, called the Immorality Act, is the subject of Too Late the 

Phalarope. 
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The English arrived in 1806 at the Cape. They did not come as settlers, but as 

governors, teachers, missionaries, traders, and fortune seekers. They adopted a pseudo

humane attitude towards the blacks which appeared different from the Afrikaner. They 

pretended that the black was not an enemy; and the blacks were there to satisfy their 

business concerns. The fundamental differences between the Afrikaner and the English 

towards the blacks led in 1836 to what is known as the Great Trek. The Afrikaner 

decided to move away from the Cape, the blacks and the English, in search of new 

territory to fonn their own homeland. They crossed the Vaal River and Orange River and 

established their own Republics, Transvaal and the Orange Free State. Thus the coastal 

regions the Cape and the Natal were occupied by the English, and the interior by the 

Afrikaner. 

In this interior, where the Afrikaner moved away from the English, the richest 

gold of the world was discovered. The great modem metroplex known as Johannesburg 

today, was once a settlement comprised of tents and huts. Gold seekers, mostly English, 

poured into the Transvaal, and the inevitable conflict between the Afrikaners and English 

once again resurfaced culminating in the Anglo Boer War of 1899-1902. The Afrikaners 

capitulated in 1902, but the British Crown restored in 1906 self government to the 

defeated republics. 

In 1910 the Union of South Africa was formed - - Natal, Cape, Transvaal and the 

Orange Free State. The union was a magnanimous gesture, but the wounds of the war 

never healed. Twenty thousand Afrikaner women and children perished mostly of 

typhoid during this war. The Afrikaners formed their own cultural society, propagated 

the use of their own language and in 1 948 won a sweeping victory over the Smuts 

Government to form what is known as Afrikaner Nationalism. 
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Whilst these events were taking place, the position of the blacks was also 

changing dramatically. The big cities Durban, Cape Town and Johannesburg, inevitably 

attracted them from the reserves in search of work and city lights. Then there emerged 

the problem of housing, crime and search for food. This is the theme of Cry, the Beloved 

Country. 

The first chapter of Cry, the Beloved Country is symbolic in the sense that it 

places the whites and the blacks on two different levels; the whites occupy the best land, 

the rich hilly topography, but the blacks have to be contented with the lower barren land . 

Paton introduces to us the disintegration of Stephen Kumalo' s family, the absence of 

contact with his sister Gertrude who had gone to Johannesburg in search of her husband 

and never returns. Kumalo hopes to find his son Absalom, who went in search of 

Gertrude and never returns. He also goes in search of his brother John who left for 

Johannesburg and, like so many others from his reserve, never returned. To his shock, 

horror, and disappointment, he finds all three, each enveloped in his or her own moral 

degeneration. Hence his attempt to unite the closely knit tribal family is doomed to 

disappointment. He discovers that his son is a convicted murderer of Arthur Jarvis, a 

white who devoted his life to the cause of racial justice. Arthur Jarvis's father James 

occupies the fertile land above Ndotsheni, the hometown of Absalom. In the course of 

the trial both fathers' paths cross, and they tend to understand each other - - man 

understanding man. 

Stephen Kumalo represents not only the suffering of a black family isolated in 

apartheid South Africa, but his story is representative of the majority of blacks whose 

families have been broken and tom apart by the racist laws of South Africa. He is totally 

disillusioned when he discovers that his sister has become a prostitute, an occupation 

which was alien to the tightly knit black family tradition. 



In contrast James Jarvis also undergoes a change in his outlook on life, and the 

prevailing political and social conditions of his day. He becomes what has been called 
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the novus homo, the changed or new man; he reforms himself to a better understanding of 

the world around him, and not only perpetuates the work done by his deceased son, but 

also he has grown to emulate the fine example set by his late son in the pursuit of justice 

in a tom and troubled South Africa. 

Kumalo himself grows to understand the complexities of life, and he goes back to 

his village with a new understanding and meaning of life. Kumalo foresees a change in 

the near future, a future which Paton dreamt of but which never materialized in his life 

time. He pins his hopes on some change to come of a permanent and better future - - in 

this respect he turns both eyes on Gertrude's boy and the child that was to be born to 

Absalom' s wife. 

The novel begins with the natives leaving their land for the bright city lights; and 

towards the end of the novel, the natives begin to rediscover their land and the promised 

freedom seems to loom in the horizon ahead. James Jarvis learns that the '"black is also 

human." Here is a frank admission by a radical mind in South Africa, Eddie Roux, as 

quoted by Wole Soyinka in his 1986 Nobel Prize acceptance speech: 

It was not until my last day in school that it had occurred to me that these 

black people, these voteless masses, were in any way concerned with the 

socialism which I professed or that they had any role to play in the great 

social revolution which in these days seemed to be imminent. 

The "workers" who were destined to inherit the new world were naturally 

the white carpenters and bricklayers, the tramworkers and miners who 

were organized in their trade unions and who have voted for the Labour 

Party. I would no more have thought of discussing politics with a native 



youth than of inviting him home to play with me or to a meal or asking 

him to join the Carnarvon Football Club. The African was on different 

plane, hardly human, part of the scene as were dogs and trees and, more 

remotely, cows. I had no special feelings about him, not interest nor hate 

nor love. He just did not come into my social picture. So completely had 

I accepted the traditional attitudes of the time. (6-7) 
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Here Soyinka draws our attention to the erroneous beliefs that the blacks 

propagated socialism when they clamored for their rights. Roux also makes another 

admission that his attitude towards the black man was the same as his attitude toward to 

"dogs and trees." Too Late the Phalarope is the story of a young police lieutenant, who 

was honored in war and was also an acclaimed football player. He is a member of a 

proud Afrikaans family , married, with two children. His story is tragic because he brings 

disgrace to his family and himself. His tragedy revolves around two personalities woven 

into one. His love for Nella, his wife, is juxtaposed against his passing sexual infidelity 

with Stephanie, his black lover. Transgression of the sexual color line in apartheid South 

Africa, especially by the so called "pure" Afrikaner race, is treated as an unpardonable 

sin, near to high treason . Further the novel introduces us to Pieter's father, old Jakob van 

Vlaanderen, who is a clear representative of the Afrikaner racial ideology. Pieter 's war 

service earned him the title of major and to a large extent contributes to his downfall. He 

comes to the local police station as a Commissioned Officer, outranking Sergeant Steyn, 

whose longer service than Pieter's is the source of the enmity. 

There are different schools of thought of the racial contamination law in the novel. 

The majority stood by the law, including old Jakob, and his father-in-law, who declares 

that he would shoot the offender like a dog. To this band could be added Sergeant Steyn, 

and Vorster. Coincidentally B .J. Vorster became the Minister of Justice or Iron Justice 



and later Prime Minister and President in South Africa. There was another school of 

thought that viewed Pieter's transgression more compassionately; these are his Tante 

Sophie, his mother, Captain Massingham, and the Jewish storekeeper "Kappie." 

We see the themes of destruction and restoration in Jakob and Tante Sophie, and 

ironically the iron law triumphs in the end. 
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Too Late the Phalarope also exposes the shortcomings of married love of Pieter 

and Nella against Christian Puritanism. Her conception of married love is superseded by 

the love of the soul. The black girl , Stephanie, has no ulterior motives in seeking out 

Pieter. She has led a wayward life in and out of prison for brewing illicit liquor. Her 

only possession is her illegitimate child. In seeking to protect this child, she enlists the 

assistance of Pieter van Vlaanderen; but ironicaJly for the same reason to avert any 

danger to her child, she destroys Pieter at the instigation of the notorious, cold, 

calculating, pig-headed Sergeant Steyn. 

Before the downfalJ of Pieter we learn how old Jakob arranges the family picnic; 

and how Pieter, with his father, watches for the phalarope together, but the phalarope 

comes too late . Pieter' s tragedy begins when Sergeant Steyn, with collaboration of 

Stephanie, sets the trap for Pieter; and out of fear for the safety of her child, she p1ants the 

evidence against Pieter. He is convicted and sentenced to prison for contravening Act 5 

of the Immorality Act of 1927. 

Alan Paton, the author of Cry, the Beloved Country and Too Late the Phalarope 

was born in 1903 in Pietermaritzburg. He is hailed as one of South Africa's greatest sons, 

who without fear exposed white hypocrisy in what was known as the apartheid regime. 

All his life, he strove for the pursuit of justice without fear of exile or imprisonment, and 

he rightly predicted the collapse of the racist regime. In 1992 all racial laws in South 

Africa were removed from the Statute Book, only four years after Paton's death. 
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This study is an examination of three novels, and one chapter is reserved for each 

novel. The subject of Chapter Two is the racial theme in Faulkner,s Light in August 

where the life and death of Joe Christmas are examined. Hence, I have called this chapter 

~The Rejected Son In The American Family." Chapter Three is devoted to Alan Paton 's 

Cry, the Beloved Countzy. Two prominent families that are featured in this chapter are 

the Kumalos and Jarvises. The study commences with the alienation and separation of 

both families and concludes with their reconciliation and widerstanding of each other. 

This chapter is called "The Disrupted Family" because the racial laws of the country 

scattered the families apart. Chapter Four comprises an analysis of the van Vlaanderen's 

family and the downfall of Pieter van Vlaanderen for crossing the color line in a passing 

sexual fantasy. This chapter will also draw the attention to the reader to the extreme 

Afrikaner Nationalism practiced by old Jakob. It will further explicate the position of 

United Party Moderates, like Sophie, who pretend to offer alternatives to apartheid but 

are part and parcel of the system of propagating white supremacy. All racial laws were 

removed from the Statute Book, only four years after Paton' s death. 



CHAPTER II 

LIGHT IN AUGUST 

THE REJECTED SON IN THE AMERICAN FAMILY 

William Faulkner, author of Light in August, has sometimes been labeled as a 

racist . In order to come to grips with this tag that is placed on Faulkner, one must re

member that Fau]kner was a Southern writer of the American twentieth century. Ragini 

Srikanth in her article in "Why I, a Woman of Color From India, Enjoy Teaching William 

Faulkner" compares the reactions of two African-American writers, born and raised in the 

American South - - Alice Walker and Margaret Walker - - to Faulkner's racism. 

Srikanth quotes Alice Walker's reaction: 

Blindness about other human beings, especially for a writer, is equivalent 

to death. Because of this blindness, which is, above all, racial, the works 

of many Southern writers have died. Much that we read today is fast 

expiring. 

My own slight attachment to William Faulkner was rudely broken by 

realizing, after reading statements he made in Faulkner in the University, 

that he believed whites superior morally to blacks; that whites had a duty 

(which at their convenience they would assume) to " bring blacks along" 

politically, since blacks, in Faulkner' s opinion, were "not ready" yet to 

function properly in a democratic society. He also thought that a black 

man' s intelligence is directly related to the amount of white blood he 

has . .. . 

12 
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When the provincial mind starts out and continues on a nanow and un

protesting course, Hgenius" itself must run a track. (qtd. in Srikanth 442) 

Margaret Walker, unlike Alice Walker, was not enraged by Faulkner's racism. 

She felt Faulkner deserved some credit for working towards coming to terms with his 

racism. 

Srikanth quotes Margaret Walker ' s comments as follows : 

Faulkner was, in fact, a racist - - but two or three things are important to 

note. First of all , he knew that and knew it thirty-five or forty years before 

anyone much talked in such terms. Second, he knew that the whole of 

American society in these United States - - North and South - - was 

racist. Third, he moved beyond where many people read today to discover 

that, in an important way, to say one is a racist is to say one is human and 

the product of his culture. Fourth, and most important, he did not con

clude that this realization (that is to be racist is to be human) removed 

any of the guilt and responsibility from the perceiver. For Faulkner 

devoted a good share of his work, his ability, to the problem of coming to 

terms with his racism (in a social context) . Learning this, and attempting 

to do something about it, is what "The Bear" is all about. (443) 

Against this background I proceed with an analysis of the racial theme in Li~ht in 

August. The central character in Light in August is Joe Cluistmas. The events of Joe ' s 

life that occur in Light in August comprise only eleven days in August; nevertheless, the 

main focus of his life's journey spans over a period of thirty years, during which Joe 

searches for his identity. His search for an identity revolves around the question of his 

race . Who is Joe Christmas? How do we conceive of him? What is the allure of Joe 

Christmas? I will attempt to answer these questions in the course of this study. We meet 
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Joe Christmas at different times and places in the novel; but for the purposes of this 

study, I will focus my attention on only a few of these encounters. A major difficulty in 

tracing his racial heritage is Joe's parentage. We have no difficulty with his maternal 

lineage. His mother, Millie, is the daughter of Old Doc Hines. We learn that his mother 

had eloped with a dark-skinned man, a Mexican, perhaps. Old Doc Hines believes the 

lover to be a Negro. We are told that Doc Hines refused medical attention for his 

daughter at childbirth, only because he believes that she was carrying a Negro child. This 

act is reprehensable because his daughter dies for lack of medical attention. Doc Hines 

fans the racial hatred by dumping the infant at a white orphanage. This sadist, Doc 

Hines, believes that the sins of Joe's parents should fall upon Joe. He regarded sex as 

'evil,' an abomination according to his narrow and perverse Biblical thinking. 

It is at this orphanage, as a five-year-old, Joe remembers, that he recalls his 

hunger for maternal love and sweet things. He wanders in search of something sweet and 

discovers toothpaste. Whilst enjoying the toothpaste to excess, he regurgitates and 

attracts the attention of the dietician who was occupied with her sexual escapade with an 

intern. 

Alwyn Berland in his work "Light in August: A Study in Black and White" writes 

of Joe's first encounter with the hypocrisy of white society and the internal conflicts such 

experiences promote: 

One of these circumstances, which Joe does not understand, is the patho

logical hatred which the school dietician comes to feel for him. Joe has 

been going to her room every day to steal a taste of pink toothpaste, taking 

so little each time that the loss is never noticed. But one day he is forced 

to hide at the unexpected approach of footsteps. He sits on the closet 

floor, covered with the dietician's "soft womansmelling garments" eating 
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toothpaste, hardJy aware of her assignation with a young intern on the 

other side of the closet CUI1ain. Only this time, trapped as he is, he eats too 

much toothpaste and is sick. When the dietician discovers him, she is 

convinced that he intends to reveal her transgression. She cannot conceive 

that Joe has nothing to reveal, except for his own crime; that his silence 

under her questioning is not cunning, but fear; that he expects not the 

dollar bribe she gives him, but a whipping. He is profoundly shocked by 

the lack of punishment. (36) 

Berland draws our attention to the pathological hatred of the school dietician 

towards Joe. This toothpaste incident wilJ remain with Joe for the rest of his life. The 

larger implication of this incident is that Joe will grow to hate women which will 

eventually culminate in the murder of Joanna. David L. V anderwerken in his article 

HAbused Childhood of Joe Christmas": "Faulkner's Literary Children"· Patterns of 

Development states that "the toothpaste episode becomes a kind of parable of Joe's life. 

The incident establishes an indelible set of consistently negative associations for him: 

food, blackness, secrecy, darkness, women, sexuality, nausea" (27). 

Faulkner's own words in the novel expose Joe Christmas to his very first powerful 

racial encounter here: 

He was still with astonishment, shock, outrage. Looking at the dollar, he 

seemed to see ranked tubes of toothpaste like corded wood, endless and 

terrifying; his whole being coiled in a rich and passionate revulsion. • I 

dont want no more,' he said. 'I dont never want no more,' he thought. 

Then he didn't dare even look at her face. He could feel her, hear her, her 

long shuddering breath. Now its coming he thought in a flashing instant. 

But she didn't even shake him. She just held him, hard, not shaking him, 
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as if her hand too didn't know what it wanted to do next. Her face was so 

near that he could feel her breath on his cheek. He didn't need to look up 

to know what her face looked like now. 'Tell!' she said. 'Tell~ then! You 

little nigger bastard! You nigger bastard!' (August 117) 

This incident is important in that it is Joe's first encounter with a female. He 

expects punishment from her, but he is bribed with a dollar. He will begin to hate the 

female species as he grows older. The despicable conduct of the dietician and her 

frequent barrage of racial epithets 'nigger,~ 'nigger' marks a turning point in Joe 

Christmas~s boyhood days. These words ring like a dull sounding bell - - pounding on 

Joe Christmas, revealing to him this racial theme in a way that no other episode up till 

this point has. This episode is characterized not only by its racial overtones, but it also 

reflects the levels at which white Southern society resorted to avoid its own disgrace. A 

rather nasty episode for Joe, but Faulkner conveys to the reader the level of hypocrisy of 

his society. In bringing to us the dietician's double standards, by bribing Joe on the one 

hand, and hurling racial slurs on the other, Faulkner clearly portrays not a tittle ofracism 

on his part, but rather of the society in which he wrote. 

The dietician further has the temerity to approach the matron to transfer Joe to 

another orphanage or to some foster-home. The orphanage succeeds in obtaining foster 

parents for Joe only after Doc Hines kidnaps Joe to prevent his being placed in a black 

orphanage. Joe is, nevertheless, found and returned. Berland explains the importance 

here: 

This episode in the orphanage establishes a cluster of three associated 

ideas or motifs that are of paramount importance throughout the novel: 

sex, black blood, and female lawlessness. Faulkner has introduced first, 

sex, which Joe experiences here as a 'primal scene,' and which the old 



17 

janitor believes to be emblematic of 'natural depravity.' This sexual scene 

becomes associated with the pink toothpaste and Joe ' s violent nausea. 

The second motif is Joe's ~black blood ' - - not the fact of it, but the 

allegation, as taunt or gibe. Heretofore, in the economy of his five years 

of life, this has had no importance for Joe:, although some of the children 

sometimes confront him with the word ' nigger.' (38) 

When the wretched dietician tries to enlist the assistance of Doc Hines in getting 

Joe out of the orphanage, she fails in this endeavor. Doc Hines agrees that the 'little 

nigger bastard ' has no business in a white orphanage. However, Doc Hines is further of 

the view that Joe should not be used by the dietician to cover up for her own sinfulness: 

"Ah," the janitor said, "I know he would be there to catch you when God ' s 

time came. I knowed. I know who set him there, a sign and a damnation 

for bitchery . . . . I know evil. Ain' t I made evil to get up and walk God's 

world? A walking pollution in God ' s own face I made it. Out of the 

mouths of little children He never concealed it. You have heard them. I 

never toJd them to say it, to call him in his rightful nature, by the name of 

his damnation. I never told them. They knowed. They was told , but it 

wasn' t by me. I just waited, on His own good time, when He would see 

fitten to reveal it to His living world. And ifs come now. This is the sign, 

wrote again in womansinning and bitchery." (Aui;rnst 119-20) 

Doc Hines ' attitude to the dietician appears ironic here. He regards her as "a 

walking pollution in God's own face." Faulkner is reminding the reader that the dietician 

is a hypocrite because she tries to get rid of Joe owing to the fact that he is a Negro, 

though she herself has polluted the orphanage with her sexual escapade. A Negro ' s 

presence in the orphanage is no greater evil than the dietician ' s transgression. lt is 
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important to bear in mind that Faulkner uses this episode to emphasize the racial theme of 

the novel more then the sexual indiscretion of Miss Atkins with Charley. 

Berland further writes "'together with the motifs of sex and black blood, a third 

element enters here: the evasion, by woman, oflaw" (38). Instead of welcoming the 

bribe, Joe despises the dietician for placing the dollar in his hands. Later on in life, Joe 

despises his foster mother for her attempts of tenderness and love after he has been 

deprived of food and beaten up by McEachern for not knowing the catechism. 

In the course of the novel, we discover that Faulkner deliberately leaves the 

question of Joe's Negro blood unanswered. One might even attribute this ambiguity to a 

stroke of genius in Faulkner. Joe Christmas is left free to pass as either white or black. 

We remember the scene in the orphanage when the Negro yard man says: 

"What you watching me for boy?" and he said, HHow come you are a 

nigger?" and the nigger said, "Who told you I am a nigger, you little white 

trash bastard?" and he says, HI aint a nigger,' ' and the nigger says, ''You 

are worse than that. You dont know what you are. And more than that, 

you wont never know. You'll live and you~ll die, and you wont never 

know . ... " (Au~ust 363) 

This passage though uttered only by the Negro yard man draws out attention to 

the future predicament of Joe of the racial curse that haunts him, not white or black, or 

Hmixed." The coloured population in South Africa was placed in a similar situation 

because of their mixed blood. Joe is thus a stranger in both the white and black worlds. 

The yardman's cruelty appears at first blush to be incomprehensible, but Faulkner is 

probably drawing our attention in this episode to reveal African-Americans' hatred of 

each other. 
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As Joe barely enters his teens, we are reminded of his first sexual encounter with a 

Negro girl. He is repulsed and angry in this encounter and resorts to physical violence. 

The girl is rescued from him by the other boys who participated in this sexual escapade: 

He entered the shed. It was dark. At once he was overcome by a terrible 

haste. There was something in him trying to get out, like when he had 

used to think of toothpaste. But he could not move at once, standing there, 

smeJling the woman, smelling the Negro all at once, enclosed by the 

womanshenegro and the haste, driven, having to wait until she spoke a 

guiding soW1d that was no particular word and completely unaware. Then 

it seemed to him that he could see her - - something, prone, abject; her 

eyes perhaps. Leaning, he seemed to look down into a black well and at 

the bottom saw two glints like reflection of dead stars. He was moving, 

because his foot touched her. Then it touched her again because he kicked 

her. He kicked her hard, kicking into and through a choked wail of sur

prise and fear. She began to scream, he jerking her up, clutching her 

by the arm, hitting at her with wide, wild blows, striking at the voice per

haps, feeling her flesh anyway, enclosed by the womanshenegro and the 

haste. 

Then she fled beneath his fist, and he too fled backward as the others 

fell upon him, swanning, grappling, fumbling, he slliking back, his breath 

hissing with rage and despair. (August 146-4 7) 

Here Faulkner takes the reader away from the dietician's sexual encounter with 

Joe's own initiation into his first sexual experience. Andre Bleikasten in his essay "Light 

in Au~ust: The Closed Society and Its Subjects" sums up Joe's predicament in his 

encounter with the Negro female: 
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Darkness here has conquered everything and everybody. Even light has 

been absorbed into the opaque and fluid substance of the night, and for 

Christmas the night, filled with 'the bodiless fecundmellow voices of 

Negro women' soon turns into a nightmare, the nightmare of 'the lightless 

hot wet primogenitive Female' which threatens to engulf his precarious 

manhood. (89-90) 

The other boys' attempt to initiate Joe into his first sexual encounter is a failure 

with the Negro girl. Faulkner exposes the conflict in Joe Christmas's approach to 

sexuality. The end of chapter five amplifies this racial theme of what is called the double 

approach conflict as Joe desperately searches for his identity. He goes to the black 

section of the town only to find that he does not want to be there. Then he finds himself 

in the white area and also does not want to be there . He is like a walking zombie, a 

phantom who exists in body and soul and not in human society. B leikasten contends that 

this scene at Freedman Town is the most flagrant example of this 4 '"fantasmal equivalence 

of femininity and negritude." He continues to argue that the Christmas's visit to the 

Negro section of Jefferson is his "descent into hell , an apposite mise en abime of his 

whole life as well as a prefiguration of his imminent death." (89) 

Faulkner draws a vivid contrast between these black and white neighborhoods: 

As from the bottom of a thick black pit he saw himself enclosed by 

cabinshapes, vague, kerosenelit, so that the street lamps themselves 

seemed to be further spaced, as if the black life, the black breathing had 

compounded the substance of breath so that no only voices but moving 

bodies and light itself must become fluid and accrete slowly from particle 

to particle, of and with the now ponderable night inseparable and one. 

(Au~ust 107) 
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Faulkner clearly draws the reader's attention to the racial theme here -- hence his 

repetition of the words "black pit," -~black life," "black breathing." Faulkner then 

contrasts the black section with the "cold hard air of white people" ( 107). 

Joe' s next sexual adventure is with Bobbie Allen, a waitress, who shows kindness 

to him. They fall in love. She falls in love with a seventeen-year-old; she is a smallish 

thirty-year-old woman. Joe struggles with that part of himself - - the womanshenegro - -

that places him in societal limbo; even that part of maturity - - initiation into manhood - -

is a failure . The bloody imagery becomes pertinent in Chapter 19 when Joe's blood flows 

after his emasculation and death. When Bobbie refuses his sexual advances at one point 

due to her menstrual cycle, Christmas is confused. He understands so very little of the 

world or life. And he feels quietly this guilt and perhaps sexual frustration which prompt 

him to expiate his sin by shooting a sheep and washing his hands with the blood, 

purifying himself with the same blood that appears to be flowing from Bobbie. Here we 

are reminded of the Symbol of Christ's blood as he is nailed to the cross as a sacrifice to 

save mankind. 

Joe ' s conflict with society due to his racial mixture continues to plague him in his 

relationship with Bobbie. His confession of his being a Negro allows Bobbie to deem 

Joe the scapegoat, even though she does not believe him. As Lewis Leary explains "one 

night he confesses to her what he thinks to be his secret -- that he has Negro blood. She 

refuses to believe him, but from that time onward he gives her money, presumably for her 

services" (86). 

Joe' s association with Bobbie leads to a confrontation with his adopted father, 

McEachern. Lewis Leary in his work: William Faulkner of Yoknapatawpha County 

captures this scene as follows: 
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McEachem follows them one evening to a dance hall, to which he is 

guided as ifby divine direction as an avenging archangel. When he 

accuses Bobbie of being a Jezebel, Joe turns on the man who once 

attempted to whip him toward righteousness. He viciously clubs his foster 

father with a chair, perhaps killing him. Neither Joe nor the reader is sure 

of this or is completely clear about all that follows afterward. Bobbie 

turns against him, shrieking with anger: ~'Bastard!" Son of a bitch! 

Getting me into a jam, that always treated you like you were a white man. 

A white man!" (86) 

Leary compares McEachem to an avenging angel. McEachem's attempt to rescue 

Joe from Bobbie backfires resulting in Joe' s beating his adoptive father. Bobbie also 

alludes to the racial theme here, when she says that she treated Joe like a "white man. n 

Olga W. Vickery in her essay "The Shadow and the Mirror": Light in August 

continues to explain this societal need for a racial scapegoat: 

In a moment of crisis, however, and in order to save herself, she, like the 

dietitian, finds it convenient not only to believe but to act upon that belief. 

All blame, all possible punishment is shifted to Joe as "Negro" who 

significantly enough has himself provided that material for this accusation. 

Suddenly conscious of her white blood, Bobbie has no compunctions 

about abandoning a "nigger'' whom she had naively mistaken for a white 

man nor about watching that "nigger" beaten senseless by her friends . 

(29) 

Vickery explains that Bobbie is just like the dietician. In a moment of crisis they 

shift the blame to Joe as the cause of their trouble . This is typical of white behavior in 

Southern American society. The beating of Christmas' s father further amplifies the black 
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life, according to Vickery, becomes: 
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a series of episodes in which he provokes racial violence from Negro and 

white alike, a violence which constitutes an almost joyful affinnation of 

the Negro~white pattern in which both Joe and his opponents are trapped. 

That someone could simply ignore that pattern fills him with an indignant 

amazement and outrage. He beats the prostitute who refuses to be 

horrified by his Negro blood, thus forcing her to initiate that ritual of 

violence which he expects. His reaction is understandable, for her 

indifference challenges the validity of the premise on which he has built 

his whole life. Whether or not he himself is a Negro may remain in doubt, 

but that there is something called Negro which demands certain attitudes, 

actions on the part of all white people must be denied. (30) 

Vickery seems to doubt the exact racial mixture of Joe as he says Hwhether or not 

he himself is a Negro may remain in doubt." Therefore, Joe's mixed blood will always 

remain a mystery. She further states that "the Negro demands certain attitudes and 

actions" by the white racists. 

Chapter ten takes Joe away from the Bobbie Allen affair and places him in the 

hands of Joanna Burden. The name Burden appears appropriate as regards Joe's life in 

that it creates not only an unhappy burden in his life, but it also leads to his rape of 

Joanna and murder. It is ironic that he confronts Joanna Burden in search of food which 

he rarely indulges in. We learn that she is a spinster of forty who has dedicated her life to 

supporting a school for Negroes. The clandestine affair with Joe runs for three years and, 

in fact, complements Joe's own internal struggle: 
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Not even their frenzied and insatiable love-making can destroy their 

ingrained awareness of what each believes the other to represent. While 

her body surrenders completely to his, Joanna still mutters, "Negro! 

Negro! Negro!" And Joe, on his way to her bedroom, still pauses to 

smash the dishes of food prepared by the white woman and left for him in 

the kitchen. Thus, even miscegenation is powerless to erase their concern 

with racial differences and indeed serves only to intensify it. (Vickery 30) 

The racial theme resurfaces with the words "Negro, Negro, Negro" as if they 

come pounding on one's ears. The impact of these words is clear -- a paradoxical 

situation where on the one hand, Joanna surrenders her white self to Joe, and on the other 

mumbles the racial epithet "Negro." Joe's own inner racial hatred will never be free from 

the conflict his mixed blood demands: 

Joe's wild hopes, as he holds her letter in his hand, that they can escape 

from their own preconceptions into a world where "She is still she and T 

am still I'' is doomed from its very inception. For what he visualizes is a 

return to the natural world where the only meaningful relationship is 

sexual. But Joanna, her physical need for him exhausted, demands of him 

that choice which he has spent his whole life evading. She insists that he 

ignore his uncertainty and accept once and for all the role of Negro as 

modified by the North together with that of repentant sinner. The violence 

between them is inevitable, but significantly it is both impersonal and 

unimpassioned. Joanna's act of raising the pistol and Joe's use of the 

razor are both projected as shadows against the phantom weapons 

directed at phantom opponents. For each sees embodied in the other that 
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racial myth which has dominated their lives and which they must destroy 

if they are to be free. (Vickery 30-31) 

Here Vickery compares the images of the pistol and the razor to "phantom 

weapons" directed to "phantom opponents." The white woman's stronger weapon is 

contrasted with the black man' s weaker weapon, ''the razor." Joe realizes that Joanna is 

another of the women in his life whom he cannot trust. Woman, sex, religion are 

anathema to him. After he kills Joanna, he runs in circles away from the avenging men 

who are in search of him to pursue punishment. Joe Brown certifies him as a Negro and 

creates instant social identity for Joe who has been isolated and alienated in the Jefferson 

Community where he is regarded as a black seducer of a white woman: 

Once he pronounces the word ''Negro," the actual guilt of Joe Christmas 

the circumstances, and the motivation, all become irrelevant, for the 

connection between "Negro" and "murder" is part of the public myth. At 

the same time Joanna Burden loses all individuality, becoming simply a 

white woman and hence an innocent victim who must be avenged. 

Accusations~ conviction~ and punishment constitute a single simultaneous 

belief-act as "Joe, the son of Joe" becomes "~Joe, the son of a Negro. " 

The compelling nature of the pattern evoked by Brown is indicated by the 

fact that no one thinks to question his premise. The mob is, of course, 

wholly absorbed in the idea of revenge, but even those who sympathize 

with Joe never doubt that he is a Negro. (Vickery 31) 

Vickery expounds the black/white polarization. She elucidates that Joanna 

Burden simply becomes a dead white woman whose death had to be avenged. In the 

course of his attempt to escape from his pursuers, Joe Christmas enters a Negro Church; 

and he sees an externalization of his mind in the fonn of an anti-Christ He come to grips 
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with his very strange feeling of being rejected both by the white and black communities, 

making him a nonentity. Faulkner's words clarify his situation: 

It seemed to him that he could see himself being hunted by white men at 

last into the black abyss which had been waiting, trying, for thirty-years to 

drown him and into which now at last he had actually entered, bearing 

upon his ankles the definite and ineradicable gauge of its upward moving. 

(August 3 13) 

In the final murder scene, Joanna herself has tried to shoot Joe with her 

grandfather's pistol. When the pistol misfires, Joe uses the razor to murder her. In Joe's 

case, the commWlity becomes the judge, jury, and executioner. Even in primitive 

societies, justice is not only done but is seen to be done. I am reminded here of Alan 

Paton's famous Latin maxim fiatjustitia ruat caelum. This maxim is translated as 

follows: let justice take its course even though the heavens fall. 

The final chapter in Joe 's life ends in the Reverend Hightower' s kitchen. As Joe 

is castrated~ Percy Grimm stands above him and utters the reason for his punishment : 

HNow you ' ll let white women alone, even in hell." (Au~ust 439) The connection 

between Joe 's sexuality and his Negro blood seems most apparent here : 

And from out the slashed garments about his hips and loins the pent black 

blood seemed to rush like a released breath. It seemed to rush out his pale 

body like the rush of sparks from a rising rocket; upon that black blast 

the man seemed to rise soaring into their memories forever and ever. They 

are not to lose it, in whatever peaceful valleys, besides whatever placid 

and reassuring streams of old age, in the mirroring faces of whatever 

children they will contemplate old disasters and newer hopes . It will be 
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there, musing, quiet, steadfast, not fading and not particularly threatful, but 

of itself alone serene, of itself alone triumphant. (August 440) 

This is one of the most frightening, dreadful and horrendous scenes in American 

literature. It is this scene that has evoked much criticism. James Spenko in his Essay " 

The Death and Power of Joe Christmas: Faulkner's Li~ht in Aui:usf' 

As I see it, one reason the passage grips us is simply that it takes so many 

surprising turns. At the end of a chase filled with mounting tension, 

Grimm unexpectedly mutilates Joe; the ~~choked cry," the vomiting, the 

"bloody butcher knife," the execration unexpectedly give way to a 

prolonged moment of tranquillity; and Joe unexpectedly becomes more 

than himself. In a breathtaking image which parodies that Resurrection 

and yet does not parody it, which touches on the ridiculous and yet 

conveys nonetheless a haunting sublimity, the man on the floor seems to 

rise like a rocket upon his own rushing blood. Then come very different 

images - "peaceful valleys," '4placid and reassuring streams," "mirroring 

faces" - - of. .. children within a lyrical meditation on time and memory. 

For a brief while we are lifted beyond the raw horrors of Hightower's 

kitchen, only to be called back to them by the "screaming siren." And 

then, as the siren mounts ' towards its unbelievable crescendo, passing out 

of the realm of hearing.' Faulkner's words pass out of that realm, too. In 

the silence following a boldly inventive coda, we are left to contemplate 

the ineffable. Our response to Joe's death is curiously guided and 

intensified by those family drawn men who follow Grimm into the 

kitchen. We do not know their names or their background: they are just 

three more townspeople in hot pursuit of an escaped criminal. In the end, 
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however, they are completely unprepared for the gruesome spectacle on 

the kitchen floor. Suddenly alienated from their leader, they see the shot 

castrated man at their feet not as a damnable villain but as an unforgettable 

victim. And what they see, we see. The very anonymity of the three 

bystanders becomes a sign of their common humanity, of their bonds with 

the rest of us. (254) 

Spenko sums up this gruesome scene where Joe is emasculated with a "butcher 

knife." After being shot five times by Percy Grimm, Grimm is not satisfied with his 

white vengeance against Joe. Even Joe's pursuers were shocked and dumbfounded as 

they witnessed this horrendous act. One of Joe's pursuers was so upset that he even 

regurgitated. This incident is a clear case of the white community exacting punishment 

on a black transgressor without recourse to the judicial process. Faulkner clearly depicts 

the carthartic effect this scene evokes on the reader. We become the spectators of the fall 

of a man who has spent over thirty years searching for his identity. Ironically, we enter 

into his identity; and in given circumstances we may do the same things that he has done. 

Vanderwerken Wli tes: 

Yet readers are privileged to put themselves in Joe's swapped brogans. 

Given the details of his inner life, readers see that Joe' s final actions are 

very much in character, consistent with his life history. Even the most 

empathic voice, that of Gavin Stevens -- and he does creditably with what 

he knows -- misses badly in attempting to explain Joe's last moments. Joe 

truly does what the town apparently considers incomprehensible; he "plans 

to passively commit suicide" (27). 

The racial hatred is clearly summed up by Percy Grimm when he says, "now you 

will leave white women alone even in hell" (Au~ust 439). Spenko confirms this conflict 
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between black blood and white blood as he sees Gavin Stevens connect white blood with 

Hcivilized restrainC and "black blood'' with ·'primitive brutality": each kind of blood was 

fighting for control over Joe, Stevens argues, when Joe restrained himself from shooting 

Grimm, "he defied the black blood for the last time" (Spenko 261). Vanderwerken 

states that Joe's "actions seem baffling, his thoughts a chaotic jumble, his motivations 

unconscious and irrational. He fails to understand why he does what he does. Voices out 

of the night assail him. We share his tunnoil. .. "(23·24). 

The message of Light in August is that the whites believe that they are culturally 

and morally superior to other races. They believe that they belong to the saved race 

whereas the African-Americans are damned. There is, therefore, a bitter sarcasm in 

Faulkner's portrayal of Joe Christmas as the representative of the underdog, 

underprivileged black or part black in America's Southern racist society. In this novel, 

Faulkner portrays man's inhumanity to man by exposing the extent to which Southern 

society metes out punishment against its black transgressors. In Joe's case it was his 

""brutalized childhood" that forces him to do what he does.Vanderwerken argues that 

Joe' s life has been a "perverse Bildungsroman." 

Unwanted from birth, abused, unloved,. rejected, Joe 

Christmas never had a chance. 'All I wanted was peace' ( 112), he tells us 

time and again, '''That dont seem like a whole lot to ask'" ( 115 ). But for 

him, that is everything to ask, something resembling a nonnal life. The 

end for Joe was truly in the beginning. Joe Christmas has been run 

through the planer all his days. ( 45) 



CHAPTER III 

PA TON: CRY THE BELOVED COUNTRY 

THE DISRUPTED FAMILY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

A glimpse into the past conjures to me nostalgic reminiscences of the apartheid 

regime in South Africa. In view of the racist political climate that has pervaded the South 

African atmosphere in the twentieth century and in view of the fact that I, myself, was 

classified as a non-white in terms of South Africa's racist laws, this chapter of the thesis, 

although comprising mainly of the novel Cry the Beloved Country, reflects, in many 

respects, my own sufferings, hardships, humiliation, embarrassment, mental torture and 

anguish similar to the experiences of the families in this novel. 

The setting of Ccy, the Beloved Country during the years ( 1946-1948) was the 

Golden Years for the Nationalist Party, which won a sweeping victory in the country's 

white election. It was, therefore, the fire of Afrikaner Nationalism that kept the South 

African apartheid regime burning. It is necessary to remind the reader that the non-whites 

were voteless in South Africa until April 1994, when apartheid ceased as officia1 policy. 

From 1948 onwards, the ruling Nationalist Party enacted a long series of acts of 

Parliament that whittled away the last vestiges of freedom of the non-whites reducing 

them to stray dogs or slinking cats in their own land. The purpose of the repressive 

legislation was to segregate completely whites and blacks in the name of separate 

development. Cry the Beloved Country was written in an era before South African racial 

politics was so repressive. According to Stephen Watson in his article "Cry the Beloved 

Country and the Failure of Liberal Vision": 

30 
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The important point is that Paton wrote his first and most famous novel at 

a time when liberalism still seemed to provide an answer to South Africa' s 

problems. In a sense, it represents the culmination of the heyday of white 

liberal optimism and confidence during the two or three decades pre

ceding the novel's publication, and it is deeply informed by the thinking 

of South African liberal intellectuals like Hoemle, Rheinalt-Jones and J.H. 

Hofmeyer. (29) 

We can see the intensity of Paton's anti·apartheid rhetoric in his address to a 

University Chapel in the United States. He raises hopes that the blacks will one day 

achieve equality and that all restrictions on the basis of color will be abolished: 

One can feel a great love for the physical beauty of the land and its 

people, and yet not be loyal to the State! ... . 'Its rulers are prepared to 

die for the continuation of its oppressive laws, which are made by I 0% of 

the population who feel called to defend the Christian civilization ... My 

great hope is that the black people of South Africa will win what is right 

and just for any people·- equality in the eyes of the law, equality 

of opportunity, and the abolition of restrictions based on color .... further 

goes on to state that any attempt to criticize the government or society is 

seen as Communist and the state can take unmerciful action against such 

subversion. (As qtd. by David Liemer in The Daily Princetonian, March 

16, 1973) 

In this address, Paton concludes that one can have great love for the physical 

beauty of the South African landscape and the people, but yet it may be difficult to be 

loyal to the State. He also predicts what is just and right for the black people of South 

Africa and the abolition of laws that are based purely on racial lines. 



32 

If someone wonders why such a large black population allowed the racist regime 

to perpetuate its policies of apartheid, one need not look further than Wole Soyinka's 

1986 Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech. In it Soyinka clearly depicts the frightening scene 

that awaits any transgressor of the iron laws of South Africa: 

A small ring of white officers, armed. One seizes a cudgel from one of 

the warders to demonstrate how to beat a human being without leaving 

visible marks. Then the innermost clump of detainees, their only weapon 

non-violence. They had taken their decision to go on strike, refused to go 

to the ground and refused to move, locked their hands behind their knees 

in silent defiance. Orders were given. The iMer ring of guards, the 

blacks, moved in, lifted their bodies by hooking hands underneath the 

armpits of the detainees, carried them like toads in a state of petrification 

to one side, divided them in groups. 

The faces of the victims are impassive; they are resolved to offer no re

sistance. The beatings begin: one to the left side, then the back~ the 

arms-right, left, front, back. Rhythmically. The cudgels swing in unison. 

The faces of the white guards glow with professional satisfaction, their 

arms gesture languidly from time to time, suggesting it is time to shift the 

next batch or beat a little more severely on the neglected side. In terms of 

images, a fluid, near balletic scene. (Soyinka 3) 

This scene depicts in no uncertain terms the fate that awaits anybody that refuses 

to abide by the racial laws. It is in this powerful emotional blood-ridden climate that 

Paton sets his novel Cry. the Beloved Country. The novel commences with his famous 

opening lines: 
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There is a lovely road that runs from Ixopo into the hills. These hills are 

grass -- covered and rolling, and they are lovely beyond any singing of it. 

The road climbs seven miles into them, to Carisbrooke; and from there, if 

there is no mist, you look down on one of the fairest valleys of Africa. 

About you there is grass and bracken and you may hear the forlorn crying 

of the titihoya, one of the birds of the veld. Below you is the valley of the 

Umzimkulu, on its journey from the Drakensberg to the sea; and beyond 

and behind the river, great hill after great hill , and beyond and behind 

them, the mountains of Ingeli and East Griqualand .The grass is rich and 

matted, you cannot see the soil. It holds the rain and the mist, and they 

seep into the ground, feeding the streams in every kloof. It is well

tended, and not too many cattle feed upon it; not too many fires bum it, 

laying bare the soil. Stand unshod upon it, for the ground is holy, being 

even as it came from the Creator. Keep it, guard it, care for it, for it keeps 

men, guards men, cares for men. Destroy it and man is destroyed. (Paton 

Cry, the Beloved Country 3) 

Paton sounds a note of warning in this passage reminding the reader that the land 

is "'holy. '~ It nurtures sustenance; and if man destroys it, then he is actually destroying 

himself. He uses very simple words to describe the land, and it appears that the larger 

purpose is to portray the simple life of the blacks who have been segregated by the 

apartheid laws of South Africa. The first chapter symbolizes the positions of the whites 

and blacks in apartheid South Africa. It goes without saying that the whites occupy the 

best Jand, which is generally the hilly mountain tops, above the blacks. At the bottom, 

the denuded land is occupied by the blacks. The beautiful rich land of the whites directly 

contrasts to the dead, infertile land that has been thrust upon the blacks by brute force: 
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The great red hills stand desolate, and the earth is tom away like flesh. 

The lightening flashes over them, the clouds pour down upon them, the 

dead streams come to life, full of the red blood of the earth. Down in the 

valleys women scratch the soil that is left, and the maize hardly reaches 

the height of a man. There are valleys of old men and old women, of 

mothers and children. The men are away, the young men and the girls are 

away. The soil cannot keep them any more. (Beloved Country 4) 

Here Paton touches on the theme of the novel -- the disintegration of the black 

family . The land is worthless even for the maize crop. Only the old men and women 

with children and their mothers are left there. The husbands have left in search of work, 

and even the young men and women are lured to the big cities because the worthless 

ground cannot sustain life anymore. Beyond the concept of the worthless soil-eroded 

land, the '"red blood" of the eat1h is symbolic of an open wound where the country bleeds 

of the unjust and discriminatory Jaws. Although the novel centers around the 

disintegration of the Kumalo family, the wider implication of the novel is the 

disintegration of the social structure of the black family in general. Black society was a 

web of intricate human relationships until the cold and calculating hand of white racism 

entered into the black domain with inquisitive fingers tearing at the connecting thread of 

the black family's lifestyle. Paton's portrayal of the erosion of the African family is 

juxtaposed with the symbolism implicit in the erosion of the land. Through the personal 

sagas of the Reverend Stephen Kumalo, James Jarvis and their sons, Paton reveals the 

tragic consequences of the social disintegration. He also hints at the moral and spiritual 

growth through suffering and the Christian message of love, comfort and hope, despite 

the desolation. Edward Callan, in his essay "Of Fear and Faith: Cry. the Beloved 

Country," describes this erosion as the "fundamental theme of social disintegration and 
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This theme is worked out through two complimentary, or counterpointed actions: 

Stephen Kumalo's physical search for his son Absalom, and James 
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Jarvis' intellectual search for the spirit of his son Arthur. In each case, the 

journey, once undertaken, leads to an inner, spiritual awakening .... Each 

seeks to understand his own son and to discover the root causes of his di

vergence form accustomed ways -- the one fallen from the standards of 

the church his father served, the other committed to a vision of racial 

justice quite alien to his father's conventional assumptions .... Although 

neither can hope to have his son restored to him, their mutual recognition 

of each other's suffering engenders a hitherto unthought of sense of 

neighborhood, and of shared humanity. ( 49-50) 

The problems encountered by Stephen Kumalo, the Zulu priest from Ndotsheni , 

are not isolated experiences in the South African political scene of the twentieth century. 

It is a grim reminder of the social and political upheaval caused by the racist regime . The 

search for his family is a search for the black man's identity and culture that has been 

disrupted with the introduction of legislative chains and restrictions in the freedom of 

movement. 

It is important to mention that although Kumalo's son, Absalom, his sister 

Gertrude, and brother John have left the village ofNdotsheni for the city lights and work, 

they are still bound by the "pass laws" which prevent their legal residence in white South 

Africa. The pass laws were so strictly enforced that any black found not carrying his 

"dompas," was immediately dumped into prison without mercy. The pass laws were 

enacted to restrict black movement in white South Africa. In terms of this law, every 

black man entering a white area, proclaimed in terms of the Group Areas Act, was bound 



36 

by Jaw to carry an identification document nicknamed the "dompas" specifying the 

purpose for his entry into the white area. Convictions and sentences in terms of the pass 

laws are some of the sore aspects of separate development in South Africa during the 

apartheid years . 

This legal restriction of black movement built up indignation and frustration 

among the blacks and led to the pent-up hatred which flared up sporadically resulting in 

strikes, civil disobedience, and violation of the pass laws. In these crowded black 

ghettos, crime and immorality flourished. Paton explains that for a Jong time fathers, 

sons and daughters went to work and sometimes never came back. These families were 

"robbed of the powerful support of tribal customs" and were plagued by the shame of the 

shocks of disobedient children, pregnant daughters, delinquent sons (Callan 51 ). 

The novel itself abounds with names of characters from biblical times. We are 

introduced to Stephen Kuma1o, the African minister, who goes in search of his family. 

Paton could possibly be reminding us of St. Stephen, the Christian martyr who had been 

stoned to death after he was convicted of blasphemy. The name Absalom has also its 

biblical connotation. Absalom, the son of King David, who rebelled against his father, 

was killed by the three darts of Joab in his heart. From the biblical text we know that 

King David was deeply disturbed by his son' s death. Therefore, in some respects this 

novel may be referred to as a religious tragedy . It reveals that man's suffering is 

unbearable, but our pity for the hero-victim and our terror at his fate can be purged by re

enactment. 

Chapter two of the novel marks the beginning and the reason of Stephen 

Kumalo's journey to Johannesburg. This journey is not only one black man's journey 

into middle twentieth-century South Africa but it is also a journey of every man that was 

subjected to the apartheid laws. On this journey Paton reveals the real helplessness and 
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cruel alien white world. Paton captures this scene vividly: 
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Kumalo looked at his letter. It was dirty, especially about the stamp. It 

had been in many hands, no doubt. It came from Johannesburg; now there 

in Johannesburg were many of his own people. His brother John, who was 

a carpenter, had gone there, and had a business of his own in Sophiatown, 

Johannesburg. His sister Gertrude, twenty-five years younger than he, and 

the child of his parent' s age, had gone there with her small son to look for 

the husband who had never come back from the mines. His only child 

Absalom had gone there, to look for his aunt Gertrude, and he had never 

returned. And indeed many other relatives were there, though none so 

near as these. It was hard to say from whom this letter came, for it was so 

long since any of these had written, that one did not well remember their 

writing. He turned the letter over, but there was nothing to show from 

whom it crune. He was reluctant to open it, for once such a thing is 

opened, it cannot be shut again. (Beloved Country 5-6) 

In black South African society, the arrival of a letter could either mean good or 

bad tidings. This was part of the belief system over the ages. This chapter begins to 

revea] , through Kumalo, the inner strife this baselessness and loneliness had caused in his 

once beloved land. Kumalo is a deeply distressed man; and although he does not reveal 

his emotions, we clearly see the deep inward frustration of an aged sage in South Africa ' s 

political doldrums. As Kumalo plans to go in search of his family , his inner conflicts are 

outwardly expressed in his fear of the big city of Johannesburg, which is part of the white 

man' s world -- a world riddled with crime and anger, a world which is unknown, 

untruned and unpredictable. Mrs. Kumalo also reveals the negative power of apartheid 
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and sums up the deep frustration of her family as well as the African family in genera] . 

Mrs. Kumalo and Stephen Kwnalo discuss the harsh realities that the black family faces 

when the children leave to Johannesburg. Mrs. Kumalo says, "they do not come back.'' 

Stephen Kumalo also believes that the holy spirit Tixo knows their future. Paton sets the 

scene in perspective: 

''We had a son," he said harshly. "Zulus have many children, but we had 

only one son. He went to Johannesburg, and you said - - when people go 

to Johannesburg, they do no come back. They do not even write any 

more. They do not go to St. Chad's to learn that knowledge without which 

the black man can live. They go to Johannesburg, and there they are lost, 

and no one hears of them at all." (Beloved Countzy I 0) 

The symbolism in opening the letter appears to open a new chapter in Stephen 

Kumalo's life. And running parallel to the theme of disintegration of the Kumalo family 

is a further reminder of the break up of the African society as a whole. This reality is 

clearly illustrated when Stephen's friend asks him to look for Sibeko's daughter in 

Springs; here we are again reminded of other black families ' plight in their social 

disintegration and alienation. 

In Johannesburg, Kumalo encounters his first brush with a criminal. This incident 

is the pivotal point of understanding the mind of the oppressed, which is coupled with the 

knowledge of the murder of Arthur Jarvis. Arthur Jarvis is a liberal hero and a good 

white, but he is destroyed by the harsh South African reality. As a representative figure 

he atones through his death for the collective guilt of the whites. One of the major 

consequences of apartheid legislation was the proliferation of crime. Here we see the 

problem of detribalization of blacks by whites and the lawlessness and moral corruption 

which this enforced social disintegration has caused. The man who robs Kumalo is a 
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black man. It is ironic that Arthur Jarvis, the philanthropist working towards the very 

welfare of the black Africans, is murdered by a black man. It is here that Kumalo comes 

to realize the fears that have prompted the whites to restrict the movement of the blacks. 

Perhaps, he sees that segregation of black society is meant to assure a stable societal 

status for all -- one in which whites are forever comfortable and blacks forever frustrated. 

Nevertheless, in contrast to these fears and distrust, he meets the benevolent priest 

Msimangu, who plays a pivotal role in the novel. Msimangu, in many respects, 

represents the author in the novel who identifies the principal problems of South African 

society. He is mindful of the fact that the black is aspiring for power so that he will 

create a better society; but we are also reminded here of Lord Acton's famous words, 

''Power tends to corrupt, Absolute power corrupts absolutely." Msimangu describes both 

the hopelessness of the non-white situation, as well as the reason for this state of affairs: 

They must go on, said Msimangu gravely. You cannot stop the world 

from going on. My friend, I am a Christian. It is not in my heart to 

hate a white man. It was a white man who brought my father out of 

darkness. But you will pardon me if I talk frankly to you. 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. (Beloved Country 25-26) 

Msimangu says that he does not hate the white man. He transcends personal 

suffering and thus becomes the epitome of Cluistian love. This statement is remarkable 

in the light of the political situation in which his fellow black brothers have been dis-
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criminated against by the whites. Nevertheless, he sounds a note of gloomy foreboding 

when he states that the white man has broken the tribe and it cannot be mended again. 

Msimangu prognosticates the futility of the racial laws in South Africa which have 

necessitated the detribalization of blacks and the disruption of the social structure of the 

black family . He also hints at the blacks' disregarding the law and the emanation of 

moral corruption from the enforced social discrimination. When he says the "house is 

broken," the symbolism extends beyond the ordinary meaning of the word. Here, Paton 

draws the reader's attention to a broken family , a broken society and a broken country . 

The truth of these words, although certainly logical in their own right, is more clearly 

amplified as Paton describes Msimangu as a God-like figure : 

Msimangu opened the book, and read to them first from the book. And 

Kumalo had not known that his friend had such a voice. For the voice was 

of gold, and the voice had love for the words it was reading. The voice 

shook and beat and trembled, not as the voice of an old man shakes and 

beats and trembles, nor as a leaf shakes and beats and trembles, but as a 

deep bell when it is struck. For it was not only a voice of gold~ but it was 

the voice of a man whose heart was golden, reading from a book of golden 

words. And the people were silent, and Kuma]o was silent, for when are 

three such things found in one place together? (BeJoved Country 90) 

The social disintegration caused by the racist regime is further amplified in the 

papers of the murdered son of James Jarvis, Arthur Jarvis: 

The old tribal system was, for all its violence and savagery, for a11 its 

superstition and witchcraft, a moral system. Our natives today produce 

criminals and prostitutes and drunkards, not because it is their nature to 

do, but because their simple system of order and tradition and convention 
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has been destroyed. It was destroyed by the impact of our own 

civilization. Our civilization has therefore an inescapable duty to set up 

another system of order and tradition and convention. (As qtd. by Stephen 

Watson 35). 

As we shift our focus to Kumalo's search for his sister, he sees the black section 

of the city, he is perturbed in its contrast to the bright city lights of the white section. In 

this black section, he finds his sister Gertrude, and his chilling encounter with her is aptly 

portrayed by Paton: 

"Why did you stay with such a wornanT 

"'I had no other place." 

~-And you helped her with her trade?" 

'~I had to have money for the child." (Beloved Country 30) 

Here Paton brings to our attention the sad consequences that result from the 

application of apartheid laws, which has resulted in the disintegration of the black family . 

The social failure signified by the murder of Arthur Jarvis and the execution of AbsaJom 

Kumalo are transformed into a moral victory of James Jarvis and the religious exultation 

of Stephen Kumalo - - restoration of ultimate order and meaning through nearness with 

God. He shifts the focus from a sociological to a personal one. Watson elaborates on this 

shift of focus : 

The focus steadily shifts away from the question of what has caused a 

certain state of affairs and what is to be done about it, and increasingly 

revolves around the efforts of single individuals to survive and to t 

transcend personal suffering. And since the problem cannot be solved by 

the Christian love of Msimangu or Kumalo, nor by the liberal change of 

heart which James Jarvis undergoes and which expresses itself through a 
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paternalistic handout to a "boy's club,' and his financial assistance in the 

restoration of the valley, it is simply subsumed under the religious trials of 

Kumalo and the symphonic finale to the novel. (35) 

Kumalo learns that his sister is a torn and troubled woman, and he comes to terms 

with her plight. Gertrude is not an isolated case in this sad family disintegration. Paton 

uses her as a representative of the destruction of the larger black society, resulting from 

the discriminatory laws that have enveloped the South African political scene. Paton also 

may be reminding the reader that as a human being Gertrude had other options available 

to her, which she did not exercise. Although we feel sorry for her, she loses our 

sympathy when she escapes after Kumalo had rescued her from her place of abode in 

Alexandra. 

After Kumalo finds Gertrude, he goes in search of his son, Absalom. In his search 

of his son, he also learns that his brother has become a toothless bulldog in trying to fight 

for the black cause. John Kumalo is depicted as a political speech maker. He always 

appears to address a crowd even when he speaks only to one person. He abhors Christian 

convention. He is mindful of the insecurity around him, and he is prepared to do 

anything to avoid further pain that has already been inflicted on him and his people. John 

Kumalo believes that what God did not do for South Africa, man must do for himself. 

Whereas Stephen Kumalo is an advocate for change from within his spiritual self, John 

believes that social change can only be achieved by outside activism. Here Paton poses 

the antagonism between the materialistic views expounded by John and the idealist's 

views of Stephen and Msimangu to solve the problems of South Africa. Kumalo 

encounters new experiences in his search for his son. His first encounter is the black 

boycott of buses. Unlike the American Montgomery Bus Boycott, which was based on 

separation of the races in the buses, this boycott pertained to the increase in bus fares . 
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Boycotts became a tool of the blacks to address their grievances in apartheid South 

Africa, despite the fear of brutal punishment that was exerted on the leaders of such 

boycotts. Although the boycott never fulfilled its purpose, it showed the white racists 

that there was unity amongst the blacks in the cause of their search for their rights. 

Another important outcome of the bus boycott was the arousal of the conscience of the 

white man against injustices perpetrated on the blacks. Hence, some whites offered rides 

to a few of the black travelers who were boycotting the buses. This brought on a deep 

sense of fear. Fear seems to be one of the main themes that run strongly in this novel. 

There were some whites who sympathized with the black cause, but fear prevented them 

from voicing their protest. Anyone assisting the blacks in their pursuit of justice was 

labeled "Communist" and was then pitted against the iron laws of the land. The onJy 

protection from fear is to distance oneself from the land: 

Cry, the beloved country, for the unborn chiJd that is the inheritor of 

our fear. Let him not love the earth too deeply. Let him not laugh too 

gladly when the water runs through his fingers, nor stand too silent when 

the setting sun makes the red veld with fire. Let him not be too moved 

when the birds of his land are singing, nor give too much of his heart 

to a mountain or a valley. For fear will rob him of all if he gives too 

much.(~80) 

Paton draws an analogy between the land and the bounty of nature in which the 

black man must alienate himself and which he cannot enjoy. The fear that the whites 

have towards the blacks and their own position as the superior race allowed them to 

continue with its discriminatory laws. Strikingly, the oppressed blacks outnumbered the 

privileged whites many times. Why, then, did the hateful treatment continue? Paton 

explains: 
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Yes, there are a hundred, and a thousand voices crying. But what does one 

do, when one cries this thing, and one cries another? Who knows how 

we shall fashion a land of peace where black outnumbers white so greatly? 

Some say that the earth has bounty enough for all, and that more for one 

does not mean less for another, that the advance of one does not mean the 

decline of another. They say that poor-paid labour means a poor nation, 

and that better-paid labour means greater markets and greater scope for 

industry and manufacture. And others say that this is a danger, for 

better-paid labour will not only buy more but will also read more, think 

more, ask more, and will not be content to be forever voiceless and 

inferior. 

Who knows how we shall fashion such a land? For we fear not only 

the loss of our possessions, but the loss of our superiority and the loss of 

our whiteness. Some say it is true that crime is bad, but would this not be 

worse? Is it not better to hold what we have, and to pay the price of it 

with fear? And others say, can such fear be endured? For is it not this 

fear that drives men to ponder these things at all? (Beloved Country 

78-79) 

Paton explicates the fear that has gripped the white racists. He comments that the 

whites' fear is not only restricted to their possessions but also to their superiority . In 

Kumalo ' s search for Absalom, the minister also learns of the crying need for housing 

amongst the blacks. The imbalance in the distribution of land is the direct cause of the 

housing shortage. The whites, who constituted ten percent of the population, owned 

eighty-five percent of the land. It was land that was previously owned by the blacks and 



45 

forcibly taken by the whites. Kumalo's own search for Absalom amplifies the continual 

search of the blacks for an ending to their discontent. 

Callan reiterates the theme "all roads lead to Johannesburg," which intensifies the 

cause of Kumalo's search (Callan 59). Callan describes the theme of constant seeking: 

This theme of constant seeking leads, inevitably, into the episode of the 

building of Shanty Town as a last refuge for homeless squatters. And this 

Shanty Town episode continues to evolve through snatches of dialogue 

between African voices, mainly anonymous. The Chorus of African 

Voices also generalizes the themes of the broken tribes and the Johannes

burg melting-pot '~Yes this house is full , and that house is full .. . . all 

coming to Johannesburg." This Chorus of African Voices has immediate 

relevance to Kumalo' s quest also, for it occurs at the point where the 

search for Absalom leads to Shanty Town.'' (59-60) 

Shanty Town is a symbol of the housing problem in Johannesburg. Lack of 

housing has always been a perpetual problem in South Africa. Even in the early 1950s 

squatter camps began mushrooming throughout the urban areas in South Africa, and 

Paton sounds a warning of the complex housing crisis facing the blacks. 

As the novel progresses and Kumalo continues his relentless search for his son, 

we learn that Absalom has been an inmate in the reformatory. Here we are reminded of 

Paton' s own direction of the reformatory for youths. Although the young director 

displays disappointment and frustration in his work, he is, like Paton, a man of goodwill 

in contrast to the other repressive whites who are agents of the racist regime: 

Yes -- it was true, then. He had admitted it to himself. The tribe was 

broken, and would be mended no more. He bowed his head. 1t was as 

though a man borne upward into the air felt suddenly that the wings of 
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miracle dropped away from him, so that he looked down upon the earth, 

sick with the fear and apprehension. The tribe was broken, and would be 

mended no more. The tribe that had nu1tured him, and his father and his 

father's father, was broken. For the men were away, and the young men 

and the girls were away, and the maize hardly reached to the height of a 

man. (Beloved Countn: 88) 

Paton clearly reiterates the theme of the disintegration of the tribe and prog

nosticates that it will ''be mended no more." In the course of his search for his son, 

Kumalo discovers that Absalom has a girlfriend who is pregnant by him. Then Paton 

takes us to Kumalo's sad meeting with Absalom. In this scene Paton poses a series of 

questions which are directly linked to Kumalo 's inner frustrations and deep bitterness. It 

is difficult to know the thoughts that were racing through Kumalo ' s mind, but we gather 

from the repetitions of these questions that the apartheid regime had created this 

imbalance in the black family life: 

And again the tears in the eyes. Who knows if he weeps for the girl he 

has deserted? Who knows if he weeps for a promise broken? Who 

knows if he weeps for another self that would work for a woman, pay 

his taxes, save his money, keep the laws, love his children, another self 

that has always been defeated? Or does he weep for himself alone, to be 

let be, to be Jet alone, to be free of the merciless rain of questions, why, 

why, why, when he knows not why. They do not speak with him, they do 

not jest with him, they do not sit and let him be, but they ask, ask~ ask , 

why, why, why, - his father, the white man, the prison officers, the police, 

the magistrates, - why, why, why. (Beloved Country 99-100) 
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Paton uses a series of questions that Kumalo asks which all boils down to the 

social disintegration and upheaval caused by the racist laws. Paton also seems to evoke 

an emotional appeal to the conscience and liberal sentiments of his readers and, in doing 

so, portrays the tragic unfolding of events which are inexplicable. These repetitive 

questions seem to imply the mystery of human existence and the intervention of some 

fate or divinity which is responsible for the train of events that abound in the novel. 

White man, prison officers, the police, the magistrates are all part of the apartheid 

machinery in the administration of justice. Watson argues that: 

Human existence is surrounded by a nimbus of mystery, so the law is 

deified, is put into a position where it cannot be questioned; it is treated 

as a divine institution which requires unquestioning awe and respect as an 

utterly objective arbiter over the subjective follies and anarchies of men. 

(32) 

Watson explicates the deified status of the judge and the operation of the judicial 

machinery in the execution of justice. Paton writes: 

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 wear your hat 

unless such is your religion. This is in honour of the Judge and in honour 

of the King whose officer he is; and in honour of the Law behind the 

Judge, and in honour of the People behind the Law. When the Judge 

enters you will stand, and you will not sit till he is seated. When the Judge 

leaves you will stand, and you will not move till he has left you. This is in 

honour of the Judge, and of the things behind the Judge. (Beloved 

Country 136) 
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The themes of racism, fear and justice seem to be interlinked one way or the other 

in this novel. Edwin Bru11 in his article in the English Journal "Keen Scalpel on Racial 

Hills" describes the concept of justice: 

Within the milieu of a whole society ruled by fear, the judge who 

sentenced Absalom said, "If the law is the law of a society that some feel 

to be unjust, it is the law and the society that must be changed." And 

Paton paraphrases, in his literary contempt of court, "If a law is wijust and 

the judge judges according to the law, that is justice, even if it is unjust." 

Again the theme emerges with a lyric quality when the small boy is dancing 

with the sustained tremulous cry that echoes when the refrain is chanted: 

Hy es God save Africa, the beloved country God save us from the fear that 

is afraid of justice." (659) 

It must be remembered that the laws in South Africa have been formulated as an 

expression and defense of the interests of white South Africans only. Paton in his entire 

career propagated justice for all in South Africa. Paton' s advocacy for justice seems to be 

in all fours with the American National call "justice for all." Just as the phrase "Al1 roads 

lead to Johannesburg,, continues to drive this theme of seeking in book one, Paton' s "use 

and reuse of a few simple, almost stilted, fonnal phrasesn intensify the emotional impact 

of Book II . Myron Matlaw in "Arcadia" as quoted in Contemporan: Literacy Criticism 

states: 

··rs it heavy?" Jarvis asks Stephen Kumalo when the latter haltingly and 

painfully reveals his identity as the father of the murderer of Jarvis ' son. 

Kumalo ' s reply echoes and reechoes the adjective : It is very heavy, um

numzana. It is the heaviest thing of all my years . . . . This thing that is 

the heaviest thing of all my years, is the heaviest thing of all your years 



49 

also . . . . Similarly Mrs. Lithebe, whenever she is praised for her great 

generosity, repeatedly responds with a question that becomes something of 

a litany: Why else were we born? (Matlaw 387). 

Myron Matlaw states: 

Both openings describe the panoramic beauty and the lush vegetation of 

the hills. This is the home of Jarvis, and the opening description of Book 

II, which focuses on Jarvis, stops with the hills. The opening chapter of 

Book I, which focuses on Kumalo, continues with another and in all res

pects contrasting description, that of land that is barren and desolate, the 

valley in which Kumalo and the other blacks live. The titihoya does not 

cry here any more, for here there is insufficient food to attract even a bird. 

The tone becomes indignant as the green fecundity of the hills is 

contrasted with the red barrenness of the valley: Stand shod upon it, for it i 

is coarse and sharp, and the stones cut under the feet. It is not kept, or 

guarded, or cared for . ... Finally, as we are shown the sterile land in 

which only the aged are left, the tone becomes elegiac : . .. . the young 

men and the girls are away. The soil cannot keep them any more. 

(Matlaw 388) 

Matlaw compares the lush vegetation of white South Africa with the barren and 

desolate land of the blacks. His comparison is striking in the sense that even the titi

hoya -- the bird does not visit the black area because of the lack of food . And in addition 

to the repeated pluases, Paton amplifies the universality of the novel's theme by 

paralleling it with his own life. 

Chapter eleven resounds with a dull sounding note, which reflects the results of 

oppression. The irony here lies in the fact that Arthur Jarvis was a man of goodwill who 
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offered a lending hand, a ready ear and a willing voice to the oppressed blacks; yet he 

was killed by the very blacks for whose service and goodwill he spent his life . There are 

very few whites in South Africa that worked towards the welfare of the blacks, and 

Arthur Jarvis could be counted as one of these few humanitarians. 

Turning to the stylistic technique of repetition, Paton reiterates the word fear. As 

Kumalo searches for his son and finds the newspaper describing the murder of Arthur 

Jarvis, once again the theme of fear resurfaces. Callan takes up this point: 

It also introduces the general theme of fear in the land, a chord that is 

picked up to open the Chorus of White Voices in Chapter 12: "Have no 

doubt it is fear in the land." The idea of a chorus of voices is specifically 

mentioned here, and indeed, becomes a refrain: 'There are voices crying 

what must be done, a hundred thousand voices .... one cries this, and 

one cries that, and another cries something that is neither this nor that.n 

(Callan 60) 

Here Callan illustrates the theme of the novel. He draws our attention to the in

equitable legislation that has led to the ''hundred thousand voices" crying. They cry for 

the land, for the people, for justice and for the unjust laws. There is thus one big cry for 

the beloved country. 

From here the novel shifts in focus from the Kumalo saga to the wider aspects of 

the administration of justice in the trial of Absalom Kumalo and a further aspect of social 

justice. At the time of the setting of this novel in 1946, new rich gold deposits were dis

covered in OdendaaJrus. We notice that the public attention is diverted from the murder 

trial , to the "gold field . .. more gold, rich gold." Callan states: 

This chapter differs from the other choral episodes in one 



51 

respect. It is not presented through the objective medium of lyric drama, 

but the necessarily subjective medium of satire, aimed chiefly at the 

English -- speaking adherents of the United Party, then in power in 

South Africa. Here, more than anywhere else, Paton reveals the raw edge 

of his attitude towards complacent self-centered opportunists impervious 

to the sufferings of others. This chapter is also a commentary on the 

theme Hpower corrupts" that has its specific application in John Kumalo, 

and it is perhaps the only segment of the novel where the social intention 

does not achieve perfect balance with the artistic, shaping intention. 

(Callan 61-62) 

Callan brings to our attention the white businessmen' s greed. The focus here 

shifts from the administration of justice to the gold rush and Stock Exchange. He also 

touches on the theme of ·'power corrupts. " 

As regards the trial itself, we learn that Absalom is convicted of the crime of 

murder, although he pleaded that he had no intention of killing Arthur Jarvis. Murder is 

defined as the unlawful intentional killing of a human being. Although Absalom is 

defended pro deo~ legal representation for the bJack accused is generally rare. This, 

however, changed with the effluxion oftime; and pro deo defenses were offered to the 

accused in murder trials. Absalom should have been convicted of the lesser crime of 

culpable homicide, which is actually the negligent killing of a human being. But white 

society would not allow this defense. 

In the chapter following the murder trial, Kumalo meets James Jarvis, the father 

of the deceased; Arthur Jarvis reveals a change of attitude in his son's death. James 

Jarvis' story paraJlels Stephen Kumalo's. Both have one son whom they love very much, 

and coincidentaJly both come from the same region. But unlike Kumalo 's Jow, infertile, 
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denuded region, Jarvis occupies "High Place." As the name suggests, it is rich, fertile 

and up in the highlands. Paton clearly illustrates the two levels of South African society 

where the whites occupy the rich fertile land and the infertile, eroded ground is occupied 

by the natives. The tremendous impact the perusal of Arthur's papers made on Jarvis 

brings about a change of heart. Prior to his son's death, the natives were just objects of 

labor to him; but after this tragedy, he looks at the blacks as human beings with feelings, 

emotions and aspirations -- just like his white brothers. James Jarvis becomes a changed 

man and gives a huge donation to the African Boys C1ub, an organization that was 

sponsored by his late son, Arthur. 

Watson describes the mutual sympathy caused by the common loss of their sons, 

Arthur and Absalom. He further states that this loss has effected in a microscopic, 

symbolic way a reconciliation between the black and white races in South Africa. (36) 

Watson states: 

Tragedy finally collapses the holes of the conflict and finds a solution in 

the restoration of an ultimate wonder and meaning which serves to create a 

calmness of mind. The social failure which is signified by the murder of 

Arthur Jarvis and the execution of Absalom Kumalo is transformed, by the 

twist of tragedy, into the moral story of James Jarvis and the religious 

exultation of Stephen Kumalo who restored to an intimation of ultimate 

order and meaning through his final rise of the nearness of God. (36) 

Callan describes the steps taken by James Jarvis in restoring the universal 

brotherhood of man: 

There is a beginning made on the restoration of the land through the 

work of a young agricultural demonstrator; there is the restoration of 

Kumalo' s leaky village church through the generosity of James Jarvis; and 
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this, in turn, is a halting step towards the restoration of brotherhood - - one 

human being reaching out toward another across the barriers of fear and 

prejudice. (Callan 64) 

Callan describes the change in James Jarvis and how for the first time his eyes 

open to the plight of the blacks. It is strange that he was not able to recognize reality 

during his son's lifetime. His son Arthur was a real philanthropist. James Jarvis moves 

from his castle and descends into the land of the common people, whose lives have been 

frustrated by the racial laws enacted by his white brothers. He comes to grips with the 

problems confronting the blacks and initiates a program of restoration and reconciliation. 

The appointment of the agricultural demonstrator signals a new era in the restoration and 

reconciliation process. 

Callan further contends that although Book III aims at evoking Christian 

sensibility and that its true result is ambiguous: ~'Paton does not permit the reader either 

to applaud Jarvis ' conversion or to smile tolerantly on it as a matter beyond the limits of 

practical sociological concern" (Callan 64). 

We further learn that the whites are responsible, for the suffering of the blacks and 

it is therefore incumbent upon the whites to initiate the course of restoration to the land 

and the people of South Africa. Kumalo believes that he too bears some measure of res

ponsibility for alleviating the suffering. The power of Cry, the Beloved Country is 

immensely due to its delicate reflection of what is good and what is truly evil. Edmond 

Fuller, in his article "Alan Paton: Tragedy and Beyond," describes its impact thus: 

Cry, the Beloved Country is a great and dramatic novel because Alan 

Paton, in addition to his skill of workmanship, sees with clear eyes both 

good and evil, differentiates them, pitches them into conflict with each 

other, and takes sides. He sees that the native boy, A basal om Kumalo, 
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who has murdered, cannot be judged justly without taking into account the 

environment that has partly shaped him. But he sees, too, that Abasalom 

the individual, not society the abstractions, did the act and has respon

sibility. Mr. Paton understands mercy. He knows that this precious thing 

is not shown on sentimental impulse, but after searching examination of 

the realities of human action. Mercy follows a judgment; it does not 

precede it. ( Fuller 395) 

Here, Fuller raises a very important point that one cannot judge the criminal 

aspect of A basal om Kwnalo' s murder of Arthur Jarvis without taking into account the 

social environment that had shaped him. This view brings to our attention the wider 

impact of the novel in that the racial laws and environment contributed to the crime of 

murder. Cry, the Beloved Cou~ is a social protest. It depicts the white man's 

disruption of the social structure of the blacks. In doing so, the white man created a 

society without just order and without fair values. Tied up to the disintegration of the 

family and the social problems associated with it, the novel may be described as a study 

in human relations. The separation of races, the inequitable distribution of land, the wage 

gap, the administration of justice reflect the results of racism. In this novel, Paton 

registers his protest on the social and economic oppression caused by the racist regime. 

According to Bruell, Paton also "goes into the heads and hearts of the Reverend Stephen 

Kumalo and his son Abasalom and the sister, Gertrude, the wayward Jezebel" (658). 

Cry, the Beloved Country was and is a controversial novel, and critics react to it 

differently. On the one pole, Stephen Watson says that Paton is concerned in the novel to 

console and ' 'lessen the potential conflicf' and appeals to the moral consciences and 

emotions of his readers. He states that Paton's depictions of pain provoke '"'"pity and 
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sentimentality" (39). 

He further states: 

And his liberal desire to reduce conflict perhaps explains his almost 

obsessive preservations of the good white man, of characters like the 

advocate who takes Absalom Kumalo' s case pro deo, Father Vincent, and 

those helping black at a school for the blind. "It was white men who did 

this work of mercy and some of them spoke English and some spoke 

Afrikaans. Yes, those who spoke English and those who spoke Afrikaans 

came together to open the eyes of black men that were blind" (80). 

Furthermore, he uses the figure of the good white -- the liberal hero (Arthur 

Jarvis), who is destroyed by the harsh South African reality -- as a representative figure 

who alone through his death for the collective guilt of the whites. (Watson 39-40) 

A different view is taken by Richard Rive, in his article "The Liberal Tradition in 

South African Literature." Rive writes as follows: 

Cry, The Beloved Country is a novel which, if it did not bring about the 

political restructuring of this country (which was hardly its function) 

nevertheless appealed to the conscience of South Africa and the rest of the 

world, and made our own literature look seriously and critically at the 

society with which it was concerned. Alan Paton must be seen as an in

novator, an initiator, and one of South Africa's finest and most sincere 

writers. I think it is suitable for me to end by quoting for the benefit of us 

all, what Nadine Gordimer wrote more than two decades ago: 

Conflict can provide a deep and powerful stimulus, but a culture as a 

whole cannot be made out of the groans and sparks that fly. And it is 

out of a culture, from which man's inner being is enriched as the sub-



stance in an integrated community grows fuller, that a literature draws 

its real sustenance in the long run. The thirst that comes from the salt 

of conflict will need some quenching; Africa is a dry land in more ways 

than one. (31) 

In conclusion Cry. the Beloved Country combines a series of important issues-

philosophy~ moral indignation, sensitive character analysis and man's W1derstanding of 

his fellow human beings. It is a novel that can be interpreted on different Jevels. 
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Amongst these it can be labeled as a human tragedy, very like the tragedies of classical 

times. As we look deep into the character of the Reverend Stephen Kumalo, we see him 

as a remarkable Christian portrait in the great gallery of twentieth-century fiction. He is 

not strikingly rich or outstandingly grand in stature; he is a plain, simple spiritual leader 

of a tom and troubled society, but he is endowed with absolutely gracious and wonderful 

qualities. The train of events that takes him to Johannesburg leads him to question his 

own values of life. Although the people that he cares for most are destroyed, he himself 

emerges triumphant as the torch bearer of human and spiritual values in South Africa. 

One of the most interesting features of the character of Stephen Kumalo, as it emerges in 

the reconstruction of his experience, is the absence of any bitterness or resentment in his 

recital of suffering. In this novel, Paton shows a deep conviction of human love. His 

writing here produces a sense of liberating courage, a vision of human complexity and the 

possibility that restores our faith in our own humanity. In Cry. the Beloved Country 

Paton demonstrates that the fate of society depends on the ability to live up to the ideal of 

concern for others and also the wi1lingness of others to except this ideal. Paton's 

incredible energy, manifest engagement with the people of his time, indicates that this 

novel is a social protest on human society and on the rulers of mankind. Paton shows us 

that there are dark shadows on the earth but its lights are stronger. Paton also explores 
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evil with compromise and provides us with an image of courage and faith. For example, 

James Jarvis undergoes a dramatic change in his entire outlook on his fellow human 

beings. The tide of events that occurs brings about such a change of heart in his character 

that we tend to admire him than be odious towards him. Paton draws our attention 

towards the end of the novel to the truth that human beings regardless of cast, color, creed 

or national origin can live together in harmony and love each other in the spirit of the 

brotherhood of man. 



CHAPTER IV 

PA TON: TOO LATE THE PHALAROPE 

THE BROKEN FAMILY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

Although the novel's main idea centers around the Immorality Act, Alan Paton 

raises various racial, political and social issues in Too Late the Phalarope. He looks at a 

middle twentieth-century Afrikaans community and the power it placed in the hands of 

the white man. He accomplishes this focus by using Sophie as the narrator. She is 

Pieter' s aunt. Critics have alluded to Sophie as the spokesperson for the enlightened 

Afrikaner voice and to Paton himself. Paton's use of Sophie as the narrator in Too Late 

the Phalarope stems from his drawing a parallel between her and Mrs Deborah Hofmeyer, 

Jan Hofmeyer's mother. Paton' s disillusionment emanated from Mrs Hofmeyer denying 

him full access to the late Hofmeyer's journals. In this novel Sophie uses Pieter' s 

journals to narrate the life and fall of Pieter van Vlaanderen. 

In Too Late the Phalarope, it may be sa1d that the reader's attention is focused on 

the meaning, purpose, and implication of the Immorality Act 5 1927 promulgated in 

South Africa. The basic principle underlying the Immorality Act is that sex across color 

lines is strictly forbidden, and transgression of the act leads not only to criminal sanctions 

but also to ostracism from the pure white society. John Cooke, in his article "A Hunger 

of the Soul: Too Late the Phalarope Considered," writes on the Immorality Act: 

"The fair sex" is clearly a misnomer, for the White man, the blacker the 

colour, the greater the lure. The very strength of this attraction led the 

White society, the Afrikaner segment in particular, to discourage sex 

across the colour bar through both moral prohibitions and, beginning in 
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the l 920's, a series of increasingly restrictive "'immorality" acts. 

Intenacial sex, in short, became the society's central taboo, and as such 

has become an obsessive interest of the South African novelist. (37) 

John O Jordan, in his article "Alan Paton and the Novel of South African 
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Liberalism: Too Late the Phalarope," argues that critics of this novel fall into two camps: 

Sympathetic critics like Edward Callan who find the events of Pieter van 

V1aanderen's life to be a powerful and genuinely tragic story whose chief 

consolation lies in Sophie's message of compassion and forgiveness, 

which, like the phalarope of the title, comes too late to save Pieter or to 

shield his family from the consequences of his downfall. A second group 

of critics, more suspicious than the first, takes issue with the novel's claim 

to tragic stature for its hero and questions the adequacy of Paton' s moral 

and historical vision. Thus, Nadine Gordimer finds the novel's moral 

focus ''off-centre" and faults it for being written within, rather than in 

opposition to, the accepted framework of South African racial beliefs. 

(686) 

In her essay "Stone People in a Stone Country: Alan Paton's Too Late the 

Phalarope,'' Anna Rutherford defines the struggle of Pieter van Vlaanderen as one of 

confrontation. His is a Calvinist society that tolerates 4 'no deviation from its norms which 

have been elevated to religious status." She states: 

Their homes are not just homes but "holy home[s]'; in the eyes of Pieter's 

father, who epitomizes the men who rule South Africa, ' the words of the 

Book and of South Africa' are synonymous. The protection of both lies in 

the hands of the Afrikaners who are described by W.A de Klerk in the 

following manner: 



\Vhat bound them together in the deepest sense was the Calvinist 

ethic. True enough they had long since ceased to find a free intellectual 

discussion going on around them concerning this matter. Yet rather 

strangely, the Calvinist tradition had remained. (143) 

We are told of the ''holy homes" of the Afrikaners who ruled South Africa. 
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Pieter's father is a resident in this '-holy" home. The pun on the word '·holy" immediately 

portrays to us that the Afrikaner society lives up to strict religious upbringing and adheres 

to the principles of Calvinism. 

Rutherford also draws our attention to the Great Trek of 1836 when the 

Afrikaners left the Cape in search of their own homeland. The Great Trek originated as a 

result of the differences in the policies of the English and the Afrikaners towards the 

blacks. The English treated the blacks as part of their business whereas the Afrikaner 

adopted a master/servant relationship. This conflict resulted in the Afrikaners 

abandoning their homes and trekking into the sub-continent to form the Republics of the 

Transvaal and Orange Free State. The allusion to years of ''blood and sacrifice" refers to 

the Afrikaner contact and confrontation with the blacks as they moved into the interior. 

Their confrontation with the blacks was of bloodshed and bitter battles. Rutherford 

further explicates that the Afrikaners had resolved to form a pure nation of their own, and 

they believed that it was their divine right to be the superior race: 

Then out of the harsh world of rock and stone they had come to the grass 

country, all green and smiling, and had given to it the names of peace and 

thankfulness. They had built their homes and churches; and as God had 

chosen them for a people, so did they choose him for their God, cherishing 

their separateness that was now His Will. They set their conquered 

enemies apart, ruling them with unsmiling justice, declaring "no equality 



61 

in Church or State," and making the iron law that no white might touch a 

black woman, nor might a white woman be touched by a black man. ( 144) 

An analysis of this passage shows how closely this society conforms to the 

polarized self-destructive society. We also find a fierce desire to be separate by the 

Afrikaner who hated to be touched by blacks. The rock, stone, iron imagery is the mark 

of rigidity and sterility of the Afrikaner society. There is also further irony in their 

motive to be separate as being separate is to survive, but it eventually leads to their own 

destruction. 

In Paton's apartheid South Africa it was customary to draw stereotypes between 

blacks and whites. The morally, ugly, degrading adjectives associated with blacks are 

sharply contrasted with the pmity and beauty of the whites. Rutherford also draws an 

analogy between the whites and blacks. Black "evokes evil, sin and treachery, ugliness, 

filth and degredation, night and funeral mourning" whereas white is associated with 

'"cleanliness, purity, beauty, virginity and peace" (145). 

The novel sketches the downfall of a South African hero, Pieter van Vlaanderen, 

a young police officer who was bred of the best Afrikaner stock in South Africa. Pieter 

van Vlaanderen strays from his marriage and contravenes the Immorality Act in a passing 

sexual fantasy with the black girl, Stephanie. Edward Callan, in his article "The Pride of 

Pure Race: Too Late the Phalarope," describes the severity of Pieter's affair: "Yet Pieter 

van Vlaanderen transgresses the strict prohibitions of the South African Immorality Act 

which forbids sexual relations between members of different races, and thereby brings 

tragic destruction on himself and his family" (67). 

Stephanie and Pieter are introduced to one another very early in the novel. Their 

meeting occurs as Pieter apprehends Dick, the young Afrikaner boy, as he was chasing 

Stephanie. Pieter's intervention prevents a possible rape attempt. He releases Dick on 
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warning. This incident is introduced to underscore irony in that Pieter forgives Dick, but 

no one forgives Pieter when he has a sexual fling with Stephanie. Pieter is a 

commissioned officer in the South African police force, a status which is two ranks ahead 

of a sergeant. Pieter' s seniority in rank leads to animosity between Pieter and Sergeant 

Steyn, a conflict which culminates in Pieter' s downfall. 

In simple and unambiguous language, Paton describes Pieter's first encounter 

with Stephanie, the black girl, who changes his life forever. Although love across the 

color line is strictly forbidden by law, it may seem strange but true that often the whites 

contravene the provisions of the Immorality Act. In this pariah apartheid society, not 

only do white males cross the color line to black women, white women have a desire for 

sexual encounters with black males. Margaret Lenta, in her article "Rereading Rooke and 

Paton: Mittee and Too Late the Phalarope," states that "Sophie at least believes that racial 

segregation prevails in the Afrikaans community of Ventersdorp, and sexual acts between 

white and brown are aberrational." She goes further and states: 

Despite Sophie ' s belief, the behaviour of whites suggests that sexual 

intercourse with black or coloured women, perhaps especially the latter, 

has become an obsession with the men of this rigid and censorious 

community, whose members are at once vigilant for the transgressions of 

others and furtive about their own (My Italics) (93). 

In Pieter's first encounter with Stephanie, she addresses Pieter as "baas/' which 

means master and is a sign of respect that the black shows toward the white. Sophie 

describes Stephanie as a 4 'strange girl" with a "strange smile." She has an illegitimate 

child. We are further informed that Stephanie is known to Pieter because she has been in 

and out of jail for brewing and selling liquor, a practice which is against the law. Sophie 

says ''for she had been often enough to prison and none had died of it" (Phalarope I 0). 
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Myrtle Hopper, in her article "Paton and the Silence of Stephanie," writes: 

She runs from Pieter so that he may pursue her. She initiates physical 

contact; she breaks if off. She retains her composure. Pieter does not: his 

response to her leaves him trembling and perspiring. Sophie description 

of the consummation this looks forward to is, "he possessed her" ( 116). 

It is inaccurate. Pieter may 'possess' Stephanie physically, he may be a 

allowed to ~transcend' her character at points such as these, but ultimately 

Pieter cannot reach her because she is closed to him, as she is ro the reader 

of her story. (61) 

Sophie like some members of the white race, fail to understand the position of the 

black woman in her culture. According to black tradition brewing liquor is a household 

occupation, and there is nothing wrong in black culture to brew liquor, as it is part of the 

black man's tradition. It is the white man' s law that makes the brewing of liquor illegal. 

The conversation that ensues between Stephanie and Pieter is ironic in that each one is 

aware that sex across the color line is against the law. According to Myrtle Hooper in her 

article entitled "Paton and the Silence of Stephanie" states that "Paton treats with 

sympathetic humour the power of her sexual effect on him and its implications for his 

official position" (59) 

The symbolism of the prison is of extreme importance in the novel. The prison is 

not only the place where transgressors of the law are incarcerated; but, in a larger sense, 

the country is one large prison, and the blacks are imprisoned in it. The prison also 

reminds us of walls, enclosures, security, and loss of freedom of movement. The South 

African laws have placed the blacks in a large prison where their freedom of movement 

has been restricted in their own land. Furthermore, the characters in this novel are also 

imprisoned in a societal structure which they c~ot escape. As we look at Pieter 
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himself, we see a policeman whose duty is to uphold the law. He is also imprisoned in 

his own white society because he cannot do what his inner nature wants him to do. His 

sexual attraction to Stephanie cannot be satisfied if he does not break out of his own 

prison. Once he transgresses the iron law which forbids sex across the color line, Pieter 

forsakes his societal prison and is dumped into the prison for criminals. Sophie foretells 

the doom that awaits Pieter, "so there she went, with the knowledge to destroy a man" 

(Phalarope 10). 

Further irony ensues when Pieter warns Dick of the dangers of contravening the 

Immorality Act. As we shall see later, Pieter will face the consequences of sex across the 

color line. Pieter discusses the serious implications of the Immorality Act with Dick and 

offers some friendly advice. Pieter also warns Dick in no uncertain terms that no one is 

above this law and once transgressed "nothing'll save you" (Phalarope 13). 

The focus of attention then shifts to Nella, Pieter's wife. Very early in the novel 

we Jeam of Nelia's attitude towards Dick due to his attempt to cross the color line. She 

took the news with a deep sense of shock and total revulsion. And she remarks, "to think 

that he was in the house" (Phalarope 17). Nella represents their staunch Afrikaner 

mentality. We gather from her words that she portrays a picture of racial discrimination, 

aloofness, and superiority. Nella' s reaction to the presence of Dick in her house is the 

typical attitude of the white racist Afrikaner mentality in apartheid South Africa. 

Furthermore, she accepts the fact that Dick cannot be debarred from her home and so 

concedes that he may enter her home, but only in Pieter's study and "not in our other 

rooms" (Phalarope 17) The house image is also symbolic in Afrikaner society. It is a 

locked, closely knit, compact society which stands proudly isolated and turns its back on 

the rest of the world. In a broader sense, the house symbolizes South Africa which debars 

foreign elements, especially blacks or even whites who do not conform to the racist 
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meaning: 
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The most obvious example of the house imagery in connection with the 

society occurs at the end of the novel after Pieter has been accused. The 

striking of his son's name from the Book, the elimination of all evidence 

of his existence, and the sealing of the house is a final attempt on the 

father's part to exclude the darkness. Ironically enough the so-called 

purification process achieves the opposite effect, for the drawing of blinds 

and sealing of doors create an even greater darkness. It is with an even 

more terrible and prophetic irony that the father reads the Hundred and 

Ninth Psalm, "Let his posterity be cut off; and in the generation fol1owing 

let their names be blotted out." It is a logical consequence of the symbolic 

pattern that eight days later the old man, Jakob van Vlaanderen., is dead. 

(145-46) 

Rutherford draws our attention to the action taken by Pieter' s father Old Jakob has 

the opposite effect. It creates "an even greater darkness ." Old Jakob himself dies a few 

days after removing Pieter's name from the family Bible. 

From the house image, we learn of the conflict that exists between Pieter and 

Nella, his wife . Callan contends that the relationship between Pieter and his wife is one 

of tension, a tension that develops from Neila' s attitude towards "married love." 

However, Callan explains that there could be the possibilty of spirituaL in addition to 

psychological roots, to Nella' s attitude (Callan 79). The multiple levels of Nella ' s 

attitude towards love is expressed by Sophie, who tells us that Nella had "some idea that 

love of the body, though good and true was apart from the love of the soul" (Callan 79). 
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Neila's Christian Puritanical outlook, juxtaposed against the condemned race, reminds us 

of Paton's reference to the ideal of Pure Race as "Christian heresy." 

Paton also draws our attention to black/white differences: "it was our custom to 

alJow our boys to play with the black boys, but not our girls with their girls. But after a 

certain age it stopped, not by law but by custom, and the growing white boy became the 

master" (Phalarope 18). Paton introduces Pieter van Vlaanderen as a man of outstanding 

character with a clean state record. His height is described as tall and strapping at the age 

of sixteen. His impeccable qualities earn him total respect in the black community as 

well as his own community: 

And his great height too, for at sixteen he was as tall as his father, who 

was six foot three. Both were just in their dealings with the black people, 

but the one ' s justice was stem and strict, and the other's gentle, though 

with a gentleness that allowed no disobedience or insolence. The black 

boys would take their disputes to him, and he would settle them this way 

or that, and they were at once all pleased and laughing, the winners 

laughing at the losers, and the losers at themselves. (Phalarope 18) 

Paton draws a comparison of Pieter and his father's dealings with the blacks, 

whilst Old Jakob's was "strict and stem," Pieter's was gentle, but he did not tolerate 

"disobedience or insolance." 

At the end of Chapter IV, Paton predicts the downfall of Pieter. Paton tells us 

how the forces of light and darkness play such an important part in his lite. In the words 

of the narrator "darkness destroyed him the gentlest and bravest of men" (Phalarope 23 ). 

As expected, Sophie shifts the blame for Pieter's undoing on the forces of evil and thus 

shows her own partiality towards her nephew. John Cooke, in his article "A Hunger of 

the Soul" states that ''Pieter not only chooses the beauty and terror where Sophie does 
' 
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not; he also, contrary to her interpretation, is not destroyed but finally liberated by his 

experience" (41 ). He further states, ~'The smile is both enticing and, as he writes in his 

journal following this encounter, frightening, for an African woman, Stephanie, is the 

most desired but most forbidden fruit. The desire for her is a shadow self over which he 

can exercise no control" (79). Cooke further states that Pieter: 

goes to Stephanie three times after his first encom1ter, following which he 

had every reason to believe he had been observed and would shortly be 

charged under the Immorality Act. His inability to confide into others, 

often explained as a reluctance to acknowledge what his society considers 

so abhorrent an act, is better seen as an inability to give up the relationship 

with Stephanie, the value of which has come to be dearer to him than 

Afrikanerdom. This, finally is his ~'hunger of the soul" (41). 

Furthermore we are advised that Pieter was a brave soldier who participated in the 

great war and took the ~'red oath." We are told that he passed the Matriculation 

Examination with flying colors. Like Jan Hofmeyer, he was a high achiever in his 

community and was adulated by the Afrikaners: 

The boy was a great soldier in the war, as I knew he would be~ he won 

the Distinguished Service Order and came back with a great row of 

medals, which my brother called uitheemse kaf, which means foreign 

trash, on his breast. They made him a major when he was twenty-four, 

when he came back with that, what could they do but make him an officer 

in the Police. But Sergeant Steyn would not take the red oath, holding like 

my brother that it was an English war; and then he found himself, an older 

man, with a young man over him, lieutenant because he had been to the 

war. (Phalarope 26) 
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Sophie furnishes reasons for the seniority in rank of Pieter. There is also an 

allusion for Sergeant Steyn not taking the "red oath", because like Old Jakob, he regarded 

it as an English war. The novel then shifts its focus to the wretched, despicable, 

scheming, and unscrupulous Sergeant Steyn. The pent-up indignation and animosity that 

Sergeant Steyn harbored against Pieter van Vlaanderen are revealed as follows: 

During these inspections the lieutenant and the sergeant never exchanged a 

word such as human beings might have exchanged with each other. Once 

when the sergeant's wife was ill, and my nephew had enquired after her, 

the sergeant, polite and correct, had answered so that my nephew could 

never ask again. Almost as if he had said, my private life is my own. And 

on top of that was the dark black mood, brought on by the foolish stamps. 

The sergeant opened the cells for him, and in the comer by the jamb of one 

of the doors were some seeds of maize, used for the feeding of native 

prisoners who were waiting for the court, and who if sentenced, would be 

sent to prison. (Phalarope 26) 

The lack of communication between Sergeant Steyn and Pieter is reveaJed here. 

Sophie also refers to the ''dark black mood,,, reiterating once again her own indignation at 

Pieter' s attitude towards the blacks. This cold and chilling passage portrays, in many 

ways, the growing animosity between Pieter van Vlaanderen and Sergeant Steyn." 'You 

understand, he said, Steyn didn't speak to me. It was just something that I saw' 

(Phalarope 28). These words are spoken through Tante Sophie, Pieter's aunt. In the 

above passage, we learn of the differences between Pieter and Sergeant Steyn. As the 

novel progresses Sergeant Steyn's bitterness towards Pieter culminates in his enlisting 

Stephanie's assistance to destroy Pieter's life. 

Edward Callan introduces us to Tante Sophie: 



His choice of the magnanimous Afrikaner woman Tante Sophie as the 

narrator proves to be a valuable device in this respect. He does not even 

set the novel with any obviousness in the post-1948 period, and he 
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ignores the immediate social and economic manifestations of apattheid. 

Instead he probes penetratingly into its roots in the ideal of Pure Race; and 

makes manifest the extent to which this ideal -- placed above all other 

considerations -- constitutes a false deity, or ' heretical Christianity,' as he 

calls it elsewhere. ( 68) 

Callan does not take into account Sophie's credibility as a narrator. She speaks 

for the white race only -- her brother and her heroic nephew. John O Jordan, in his essay 

"Alan Paton and the Novel of South African Liberalism: Too Late the Phalarope," takes a 

different view of Tante Sophie's place in the novel: 

A keen observer and an astute judge of character, she has considerable 

insights into the the tense Oedipal relationship between Pieter and his 

father. Her account of the complex interaction surrounding Pieter's 

birthday gift to his father and their subsequent, belated expedition to see 

the phalarope is skillfully recorded and sensitively told. (Jordan 687) 

Jordan further elaborates on Sophie's limitations in the novel and how they work 

ironically to expose her, rather then collude with her views. Myrtle Hooper passes an 

important and interesting judgement on Sophie: 

Yet her attachment to her nephew is excessive, as he knows; on his terms, 

she desires to 'possess him. ' If the novel is a tragic one, the tragedy is 

hers as it is Pieter's: it is her life that is 'at the turn.' And it is she who is 

deprived of the peace she anticipates with age. So her act of narration is 



an attempt to regain the peace, as well as an attempt to render the 

interiority of Pieter to those who would judge him. (54) 
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In his essay "Paton's Late Phalarope in Eo2lish Studies in Africa," Sheridan 

Baker writes of Tante Sophie ' s purpose in the novel: "I think the basic reason for Aunt 

Sophie, however, is Paton's inability to handle one of his central symbols; sexual union 

with a black girl. It seems, from the book itself, that he cannot quite imagine such a 

thing. Sophie enables him to stop short" (358). I differ with Baker's conclusion on 

Paton's inability to handle black/white sexuality. It goes without saying that Paton was a 

South African native who fully understood the Immorality Act and its implications. He 

was aware of the black/white sexual union that gave rise to the colored population in 

South Africa. 

Callan compares Ioo Late the Phalarope to a Greek tragedy in modern South 

African dress, and he goes on to describe the setting of the novel in the Eastern Transvaal. 

He further explicates the four tenets of Afrikaner Nationalism -- "volk'" 

meaning people, "kerk" meaning church, ""taal" being the language and land being the 

soil of their country. ( 69) He draws a comparison between those Afrikaners who refused 

to join the all white South African group as enunciated by Louis Botha: 

These fundamental ideals are summed up in the novel by the Afrikaner 

patriach, old Jakob van Vlaanderen, when he rebukes the besotted Flip van 

Vuuren who persisted in demanding, 'what' s the point of living, what·s 

the point of life?' ' So Jakob van Vlaanderen stood up from his chair, and 

said in a voice of thunder, the point of living is to serve the Lord your 

God, and to uphold the honour of your church and language and people, 

take him home.' Jakob van Vlaanderen represents the attitude of those 

Afrikaans•speaking South African's who refused to accept Louis Botha' s 
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ideal of bringing all white South Africans together in a common 

patriotism. His wife and his sister, Tante Sophie, adhere to Louis Botha's 

ideal discussed in Chapter 1, above; his son Pieter, in the finer aspects of 

his character, might be said to personify Botha' s ideal. (69) 

Paton also brings to our attention the existance of two camps in South Africa 

amongst the whites. Although Paton was a member of the United Party, he registers his 

protest in an indirect way about his concerns and frustrations of his party. A few years 

after the Nationalists came into power, he broke away from the United Party to form the 

Liberal Party of South Africa. In this passage Callan elucidates the allegiance of both 

groups. The one group adhered to Louis Botha's ideal of bringing all white South 

Africans together in a common patriotic m ission. Jakob van V Iaanderen was foremost 

among the anti-Botha group because he did not believe in any form of racial mixture, not 

even of the English and Afrikaans-speaking people. Tante Sophie explains contrasting 

characteristics of her brother, old Jakob. Callan draws a vivid description of the qualities 

she represents: 

Sophie is a watcher set a apart from normal family life and love by a 

severed facial disfigurement. She has lived all her life in Jakob's house, 

and she has lavished on her nephew, Pieter, all the affection of her 

own unfulfilled maternal instincts. We therefore see both father and son 

from her sympathetic viewpoint. Her concern for these men, and indeed 

for all men, is deeply Christian: her Christianity, based on love, contrasts 

strikingly with Jakob's narrower, puritanical Christianity that respects 

obedience above all. (76) 

Callan's description of Sophie appears to be ill-conceived. When he says her 

concern is chiefly for "all men, his deeply Christian" his conception of Sophie is 



incorrect. Her aversion to the black girl Stephanie is definitely not Christian. In 

showering Pieter with all the affection Sophie loses her own Christian values, by 

denouncing Stephanie as the seductress. 
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Callan further describes those that volunteered to take part in the great war. These 

volunteers took an oath known as a "red oath." It was called the red oath because of the 

color of the tabs on their shoulder straps. Jakob van Vlaanderen regarded the war as an 

English war in which no true Afrikaner should participate: HAnd when his son Pieter 

took the red oath and had gone to war, he would bear no mention of his name" (70). Old 

Jakob had nothing to do with the great war, and he resented his son 's particapation and 

accomplislunents to such an extent that he refered to the war medals that Pieter achieved 

as '"foreign trash." 

According to Edmund Fuller, in his essay '~Alan Paton: Tragedy and Beyond," the 

core of Too Late the Phalarope is that a police lieutenant was honored in the community 

and breaks the iron law of the South African Immorality Act. Fuller further states that 

Pieter comprehends what has happened and recognizes his own responsibility (360). 

It may be argued that Pieter's flaw is lust for a black woman. Rutherford agrees 

that his lust for a black woman is not Pieter's main flaw; 

Pieter's 'flaw' is that he is the one whole man in a maimed society, and in 

a novel riddled with irony, perhaps the greatest irony of aJl is that the one 

complete man is destroyed by the so-called forces of light. In a society 

that had completely separated one element from the other and eljminated 

what they considered to be all ahen forces, Pieter van Vlaanderen stands 

apart. (149) 

Part of Pieter's tragedy and irony lies in the fact that Pieter never seriously 

questions his society and its values, and he believes that it is he who is maimed, and he 
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resents it bitter1y (Rutherford 150). Fw1hermore, Rutherford elucidates the racial theme 

when he writes: 

The demand that he be other than he is creates within him a deep 

resentment and leads to what is described as his dark, black mood which 

turns him momentarily, like his people, into a man of stone. On the plot 

level it is his over-zealous embracing of the role which leads to his 

downfall. It is when he most resembles his father that he triggers off the 

sergeant ' s revenge. This illustrates quite clearly how the alienated 

element will take revenge. He had attempted, like his father, to eradicate 

the so-called darkness, and the darkness, allegorized in the person of 

Stephanie, destroys him. ( 151) 

Rutherford further informs us that Pieter has insufficient psychological insight to 

realize that his sexual frustration leads him to intercourse with Stephanie, and he 

attributes his act to a "mad desire of a sick and twisted soul." Pieter' s psyche cannot be 

attributed to merely sexual frustration nor his mad desire of a sick and twisted soul. He 

was a son of a pure Afrikaner family, and it is preposterous to refer to his sexual 

inclination towards Stephanie as a "mad desire." He was a human being like Stephanie, 

and they were capable of human love which is erroneously portrayed here by Rutherford. 

Margaret Lenta takes a different view to that of Rutherford and writes : 

The failure in Too Late the Phalarope to acknowledge the complex 

humanity of Stephanie prevents the recognition that their union is an act of 

oppression on Pieter ' s side. It follows too that it prevents any a 

acknowledgement that he, previously a man who was concerned for the 

welfare of all, is degraded by his callousness towards her. His agonising 

fear of discovery is not paralled by any acknowledgements that she risks a 



longer period of imprisonment than any she has yet endured., or that the 

old woman and the child whom she supports risk destitution. (96) 

Furthermore J.B. Thompson in an article titled "Poetic Truth in Too Late the 

Phalarope" states: 
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But Stephanie is no soul mate of Pieter's and not even a 'playmate, ' but is 

joylessly used by him as a sexual object for the sinister psychological 

purposes of his own and certainly not in a spirit of heroic defiance of a 

law that would fetter love. It seems to be a proof of the author's integrity 

or honesty that he presents this sort of relationship, which, given the 

stratification or compartmentalizations of our society, could probably be 

proved, statistically, to be typical of contraventions of the Act. (38) 

Too Late the Phalarope is not only the destruction of Pieter van Vlaanderen and 

his family , but it is a destruction of a whole society. In the society depicted by Paton, 

there is a complete acceptance of the view that the male element is one of light and reason 

and is infinitely superior to the female element of darkness and emotion. Hence, 

according to Rutherford, the female element is as follows : 

The dark element, like the native element, must be eradicated from male 

consciousness. There can be no tolerance of either in the superior, male, 

light element. This polarization creates a dilemma with regard to the role 

of the woman in the famiJy and society at large, a dilemma solved by the 

male creation of the whore/madonna, darkness/light dichotomy, a dic

hotomy which excludes the possibility for either to participate in the 

other. (149) 

The setting of this novel has some bearing on an actual event that took place. In 

the early 50s a simply poorly educated white farmer Smith who lived in a remote fann 
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near the South African/Swaziland border impregnates his black servant girl; and when he 

discovers her pregnancy he collaborates with his wife and murders her. Callan elaborates 

on this episode as follows: 

Another actual event of the period -- or an account closely based on 

it -- helps Paton to establish the atmosphere of obsession with racial purity 

in a society where the most unforgivable thing is to break "the iron law 

that no white man might touch a black woman"; and that the most terrible 

thing in the world is to have such a transgression discovered. This is the 

case of "the man Smith," modeled on an actual contemporary case of a 

white fanner who murdered an African servant girl who was pregnant by 

him. In the hope of preventing the discovery of his victim ' s identity, 

which might lead to his own discovery, ''"the man Smith," with his wife ' s 

complicity, cut off and hid the murdered girl's head. In Paton' s account, 

this gruesome crime by an otherwise mild-mannered man is interpreted 

principally as a consequence of his fear that his illicit sexual relations 

across the racial line would be discovered. (Callan 71-72) 

The wider implication of the Smith event is that any white man who has sex with 

a black woman must face a double punishment. First, he faced ostracism from the pure 

white society and secondly~ criminal consequences followed such transgressions. Smith 

tried to avoid this punishment by murdering the black servant girl with the assistance of 

his wife. Sophie grieves for Smith, but she has no word of pity for the deceased woman 

and her family (Jordan 692). According to Jordan, Sophie shares many of the racial 

attitudes of her culture and the historical moments of her day. An interesting though a 

small incident in the novel is described by Jordan which occurs in connection with Old 

Jakob's birthday party where Sophie prides herself in overseeing the black servants, 
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Hwhere Old Izak and Lena, who for all there blackness where good Christian souls, were 

working their heads off for the old master's party" (Jordan 701 ). Jordan states that 

despise the racial connotation with its description of "the black labor force which the 

white world depends," Sophie's description is offensively condesending and takes credit 

for herself by her unwanted alert serveillance. (701) This little incident also reveals the 

racial questions of black labor, master/servant relationships in an exposition of the racial 

theme in the novel. This Smith episode has a bearing on Pieter's flouting of the sex law. 

The scene then shifts to Pieter's encounter with Stephanie an event which is very 

aptly portrayed by Sophie: 

He chose a path that seemed to lead to the big kloof, and walked along it 

through the fields of maize, and the weeds of old fields lying fallow. His 

choice was right, for the path suddenly turned, and in a moment he was in 

the bush, where the singsingetjie, the shrill cicada, made its piercing song 

in the coolness. Here was what lay in the store of memory, the water 

running over the stones and the sharp -- tasting water plants and the 

mosses of the fems. Then suddenly ahead of him, under a little faH of 

water, he saw the girl Stephanie. 

When he was near her, she turned and looked at him, smiling the 

secret smile, and then submissively turned her eyes to the grolllld 

(Phalarope 39). 

Sophie stresses the secret smile of Stephanie and her submissiveness. Sophie's 

description is clearly a display of antagonism towards Stephanie. This antagonism is also 

revealed in her description and her attitude of Nella towards Pieter. Sexual jealousy plays 

an impo11ant part in Sophie's response to other women in the novel, but, in Stephanie· s 

case, racism is also another factor. To Sophie Pieter is without blemish or fault~ and it is 
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always the women who are at fault in Pieter's life. Pieter is only guilty of yielding to 

temptation. In portraying Stephanie as the seductress Sophie seems to be relying heavily 

on the erroneous belief that black women are sexually promiscuous together with the 

cultural and religious notions that all women are the source of sin. In doing so, Sophie 

reveals ironically her own inadequacies and shortcomings as a woman. Stephanie tells 

Pieter: HDis my enigste kind: it is my only child." We later learn that it is for the sake of, 

separation from her only child that Stephanie agrees to plant the evidence on Pieter and 

thus destroy him. Sergeant Steyn, the frustrated representative of the white race, knew 

exactly how to play on the emotions of the blacks. He is a despicable and reprehensible 

man~ a human wreck floating in the backwaters oflife. 

We are also introduced to Pieter's mother, a loving, caring, gentle, and under

standing woman. Whereas Sergeant Steyn's hatred for Pieter destroys him, his mother ' s 

love acts as a restoring agent. Callan writes: 

Therefore, in Too Late the Phalarope, as in Ccy, the Beloved Country, the 

theme of restoration centers around the acceptance of personal 

responsibility by those who while detesting the sin, continue to love the 

sinner and forgive him. These characters, representing the forces of love, 

try in their various ways to restore Pieter. His friend, Kappie, the Jewish 

storekeeper, suffers mutely with him, but acts with courage to dissuade 

him from suicide. Captain Massingham is able to put the theme of 

restoration into words. It is he who recognizes that to destroy and not to 

restore is the greatest of all offenses, and it is his words that make Sophie 

understand that Pieter's future rests with Nella, the injured wife: 'There is 

a hard law, mejouffrou, that when a deep injury is done to us we never 



recover until we forgive." The most meaningful forgiveness must come 

from Nella, for she is the person most wronged by Pieter' s action. (83) 
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Callan argues that Pieter's fall from grace is far more painful than his prison 

sentence (83). His ostracism from his own society is difficult to endure. In the hour of 

need his two friends, Kappie and Captain Massingham, stand by him. Sophie believes 

that forgiveness must come from Nella because she is the one that has been most 

wronged by Pieter' s action. Although this view may be true, I believe that Pieter himself 

should beg for forgiveness for his actions from Nella. He betrayed her, and the question 

of forgiveness should emanate from Pieter himself. Pieter is destroyed not only by the 

forces of temptation but also by the very society that molded him. His case is a tragic 

story of a fallen man. 

writes: 

Nadine Gordimer, in her essay the '·Novel and The Nation in South Africa," 

his father ' s stem suppression of the son' s affectionate needs as a child . . . 

Peter van Vlaanderen ' s lust takes as its object, as that of many men has 

done before him, an out-of-work servant girl. But she is black. The 

colour problem makes of this lust of van Vlaanderen's something hideous 

and unnatural, rather than an unfortunate venture into infidelity on the part 

of a strictly-brought-up young man. In terms of a morality outside South 

Africa, what he does would involve him in a private struggle, a private 

hurt and unhappiness between him and the wife whom he loves, and some 

social disapproval; but within the South African morality what he has done 

is dragged down the scale of sin to match the evilness. (359) 

Gordimer alludes to Old Jakob' s suppression to Pieter's needs during his boyhood 

days (359). Gordimer correctly refers to the racial issue and indirectly registers her pro-
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test to the futility of the Immorality Act. Nadine Gordimer clearly illustrates the color 

problem as "something hideous and unnatural rather than an unfortunate venture into 

infidelity." She further states that if Pieter had been outside South Africa, his trans

gression would be a private and personal affair with himself and his wife. But, in view of 

the fact that this offense was committed strictly in violation of the Immorality Act) Pieter 

has to face criminal punislunent from the authorities; he also faces ostracism from his 

own society. 

As regards the phalarope itself, Alfred Kazin in his article, "Downfall Of A South 

African Herot writes: 

They find one, but it is too late, the bird, like the fabulous open country in 

which they find it, is a symbol of the mythical innocence, freshness and 

excitement of early South Africa to which Pieter can never return. He has 

already prepared his downfall, has indulged wistfully his desire for 

"corruption'' by relations with a young native girl. ... 

Under the "Immorality Act" of the country, sexual relations between the 

whites and blacks are a legal offense. Pieter is sent to prison, his father 

strikes his name from the great family Bible and dies of shame, and the 

whole family withdraws from the community in horror at Pieter's crime 

"against the race." ... (357) 

Kazin is of the view that the bird is symbolic of the "innocence, freshness and 

excitement of early South Africa." I might mention that it is also symbolic of freedom. 

A bird is free and is not bound by the fetters of man like the blacks in South Africa. The 

larger message and moral of the novel is that Paton is trying to bring to the reader's 

attention that freedom is indivisible, and one group of human beings has no right to 

subjugate another group, merely because of the pigmentation of their skins. In this novel 
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Paton exposes the contradictions in members of his own United Party, the foremost 

being Sophie, the narrator. Although on the surface level she maybe a goodhearted 

Christian, her position in the novel is quite clear: to protect the white voice. It is her 

party that promulgated the Immorality Act. She is, therefore, the indirect participant in 

Pieter's downfall. She appears well meaning towards Pieter but paints a very dark picture 

of Stephanie. In doing so, she perpetuates the system of injustice in South Africa. 

Throughout the novel, she villifies Stephanie and attributes her nephew' s downfall to her 

overtures and sexual enticement. Pieter himself is not a liberal and no place in the novel 

does he register his protest on the Immorality Act. His payment for sexual favors with 

Stephanie is far more despicable than Stephanie's acceptance of the money. In Sophie's 

narration of her nephew's position in the novel, she very conveniently avoids this acpect 

of Pieter ' s conduct. 

Paton creates in Sophie, a typical United Party hypocrite. In the novel, Sophie re

duces morality to meaninglessness, and she reminds the reader of an empty tomb that 

kills black life with her words. I find Paton' s loathing for Sophie as one of the most 

powerful insights in the novel. Besides being a sentimental buffoon, she is a disorderly 

carving, a ripe old disfigured spinster who has an obsession for even interpreting Pieter' s 

dreams. 

According to Jordan: 

The liberalism of Too Late the Phalarope resides in three features of 

the book: first, in its critique of extreme Afrikaner nationalism as em

bodied in the figure of Jakob van Vlaanderen; second, in its ironic ex

posure of United Party moderates like Sophie who appear to offer an 

alternative to the ideology of apartheid but in fact are complicit with it; 

and third, more vaguely because glimpsed only at intervals through the 
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obstructing screen of Sophie' s narration, in its awareness of resistant or 

potentially resistant forces at work elsewhere within African society. The 

novel registers its awareness of these potentially oppositional forces at the 

level of both content and form. (700) 

It has been observed that Sophie speaks for moral Afrikaner values, and in some 

respects for Paton himself. It must be mentioned that later in his life, Paton renounced 

his moderate views and opted for radical alternatives. In this novel Paton not only 

accentuates the futility of the Immorality Act, but he also touches on the moral, social, 

political and historical events of his day. In reproducing in fictional dress personalities 

like Pieter van Vlaanderen and Sophie, he drew a parellel between Jan Hofmeyer and his 

mother, Deborah Hofmeyer, who played such an important part in his life . In Joo Late 

the Phalarope, Paton opens our eyes to the weaknesses, shortcomings, disadvantages not 

only of the Immorality Act but also of the repressive laws that had disrupted the social 

structure of the family in South Africa. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

As we enter the twenty-first century, we leave behind the scars and deep wounds 

of racism, for a better millennium in the history of man. We leave behind years of racial 

discrimination in America and South Africa. But posterity will still remember these dark 

and murky days of racism. We must pay tribute to William Faulkner and Alan Paton, 

two of the famous writers, representing America and South Africa, who exposed the 

racial themes in their writing. 

The evidence adduced in this study consolidates, although circumstantially, the 

prospectus by which it was undertaken -- the racial themes of twentieth-century America 

and South Africa. It reflects and illuminates a stage in the history of man where human 

society failed to treat fellow human beings with courtesy, respect, and dignity. It has 

rendered man to a state of moral degeneration, annihilation, destructive desperation, 

callousness, negativity, despair, and selfishness. 

Almost from the dawn of her history, America was blessed with a Con-

stitution which encompassed a Bill of Rights. Therefore, individual rights and powers 

have been enshrined in the Constitution, ever since the founding fathers decided to 

provide a Bill of Rights in black and white. Although the rights and privileges recorded 

in the Constitution were originally reserved for white men only, several court cases 

challenged these discriminatory provisions like the Ferguson and Brown decision. 

South Africa did not include in its Constitution a Bill of Rights but rather included the 

curse of apartheid laws in its Constitution. It may be correct to point a finger at the 

British Government here. One of the greatest disservices that the British Government has 
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done to South Africa, was to exclude a Bill of Rights in the Constitution when granting 

its independence in 1961 . It might be mentioned that apartheid legislation commenced 

with the British rule in South Africa, which was accentuated by the National Governing 

in 1948. The Land Act, the Pegging Act, the Immorality Act, and various other acts were 

all promulgated during the British rule. Therefore, the British imperialists were the 

founding fathers of apartheid legislation in South Africa. 

According to the American Constitution, all laws are subject to the scrutiny of the 

highest court of the land; in South Afiica, Parliament is the sovereign authority and can 

legislate at its whims and fancies . This sovereignty has given the South African 

Parliament sweeping powers, to legislate some of the harshest and cruelest pieces of 

legislation, ever written by the hand of man in the history of our civilization. Obedience 

to these laws was of paramount importance; anyone who disobeyed the laws was 

classified as a communist, a traitor, an enemy and was subject to the harsh penalties of 

the land. The atrocities that were perpetrated by the white racist regime in South Africa 

during these dark days of apartheid are too numerous to catalog in this thesis but to 

mention just a few: house arrest, detention without trial , refusal of bail, refusal of legal 

representation, disappearance without trace, cruel punishment in various forms. It is 

pertinent here to mention the infamous Internal Security Act, which was the most 

notorious pieces of draconian legislation in South African apartheid society. The terms of 

this legislation were so wide and ghastly that even a decent law-abiding citizen could be 

treated as a criminal , without access to the courts or legal representation. A frightening 

aspect of this legislation is that the accused is held incommunicado at the insistence of the 

Commissioner of Police and the Minister of Police. The dreaded Security Police which 

acts on behalf of the Minister of Police brings to mind the actions of the Gestapo and 

K .G.B .. It might also be mentioned that freedom of press was curtailed and that free 
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reporting of human rights abuses amounted to treason. In the Jight of the aforegoing it is 

clear that very little literature on South Africa was written or distributed during the 

apartheid era. It is admirable and commendable that Alan Paton wrote on the racial 

themes despite the threat of prosecution and imprisonment. 

In Chapter II, I delineated Faulkner' s exposition of the racial theme in Light in 

August. Faulkner has been labeled a racist by some. I am unable to comment on his 

private concerns on racial matters and his public statements that had offended many 

people in this thesis; however, I am convinced that Light in August shows none of his 

own prejudices. Throughout the novel, we see Faulkner showing understanding towards 

Joe Christmas. Hence, I cannot accept or refute the views of Alice and Margaret Walker 

in their opposing stands on Faulkner's racial attitude towards blacks. I am convinced that 

Faulkner was an extremely complex man, and his writing is not easy to comprehend. He 

was a Southerner, part of the southern culture and tradition and it is difficult to express an 

opinion on his attitude concerning racial issues. From a thorough reading of Light in 

August, I am impressed and admire him for his great reverence for Joe Christmas. At the 

end of the novel, the reader sympathizes with Joe and does not utterly condemn him. 

Faulkner elevates Joe to heroic status. 

Alwyn Berland captures the racial theme and explicates Joe's predicament with 

his encoW1ter with Joanna and how she contributed to his corruption: 

Joe Cltristmas mirrors, in a grotesque and tragic way, the white ideas that 

have both shaped and condemned him. The possibility that Faulkner 

himself associates sexuality particularly with blacks is clearly 

contradicted, it seems to me, by his portrayal of Joanna Burden, a white 

woman who leads Joe Christmas into the wildest, and perhaps the most 

perverted sexual encow1ters of his life. Indeed, Faulkner explicitly states 



that it is Joanna Burden who corrupts Joe at least as much as Joe may be 

seen as corrupting her. (76) 
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Faulkner presents Joe to us as a very desperate man; but in doing so, Faulkner 

tries to impress on us that there is a heroic intensity in his search to discover himself. For 

Joe, there is no harmony in his life. He leads a life of isolation, and he knows so little of 

the world around him through the lack of proper upbringing and parenting. By 

representing the world as a place where normal family relationships are not nonnal, 

Faulkner draws our attention to the drives and desires of the child; the orphan child needs 

wann love and affection to compensate for an absent mother, security and wisdom for the 

absence of a father . 

David L. Minter "In Twentieth-Century Interpretations of Li~ht in August" sums 

up Joe's life as follows: 

The shadows and the grayness that we associate with Joe Christmas point 

to the division within him between the forces of death, the impulse toward 

it, the yearning to inflict and to suffer it, and the forces of life, the impulse 

toward peace, not as escape but as repose and generation. The shadows 

and the grayness accordingly suggest that to the end Joe Christmas 

belongs neither to Lena' s world nor to Hines ' s, McEachem's, and 

G1imm' s, but to both. His triwnph is that, despite everything that is done 

to him, he remains in part dedicated to life. That dedication we see, 

moreover, not only in the suffering that defines his acceptance of death but 

also in the fury and violence that ironically define and undermine his 

doomed search for peace in life. (11-12) 

Light in August is an allegory of the human condition that demonstrates the ways 

by which a man reaffinns his existence. Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha County is a tragic 
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world. It is encompassed with human beings whose lives pass through various stages in 

their development which may be good, bad or ugly. The novel portrays not only man' s 

doomed revolt against himself, but also concerns the endurance and sufferings of 

mankind. 

As the final chapter of Joe's life comes to a close, various episodes depicting the 

racial curse come to mind -- his stay at the orphanage and his encounter with the 

dietician, his unsuccessful adventure as a young boy with the Negro girl in the barn, his 

sexual fantasy with the prostitute Bobbie, his unlicensed sexuality with Joanna Burden, 

and finally his death in the hands of Percy Grimm. In all these episodes, Faulkner's 

message is quite clear: the path marked out for a person who is black is long, unknown, 

unpleasant, dreadful, frightening, and sad. 

In liiht in Auiust Faulkner depicts the grandeur and misery of the human lot, 

showing the entanglements between men, their gift for draining one another of their 

strength, exhausting one another of all hope, and yet thereby living out their destinies. 

F au1kner shows us that life is neither easy nor happy, but he also convinces us that it is 

substantive and even meaningful. Our experience of the world is not only more than 

enough, but it is all that we have. In Lii:ht in August a new voice is heard, probably 

Faulkner' s own or perhaps an overvoice speaking for the memories and conscience of 

people. 

Joe 's life is summed up by Berland in this beautiful description when he sets out 

in no uncertain terms that Joe evokes our sympathy: 

He dies as he has lived, an ambiguous and complex figure . His fate seems 

to us tragic, and yet he is not a traditional tragic hero . His violence and 

cruelty affect us simultaneously with his confusion and loneliness and 

victimization. He frightens us, and he demands of us a new kind of 
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sympathy. He is not a hero, but he is not quite a villain. He is a 

victim: a figure regarded in traditional literary criticism as the object 

of pathos, rather than of tragedy. It is frequently felt in our time that 

human beings have no autonomy, no free will. They have been deprived 

of the ability to affect the circumstances that determine their lives. In 

consequence, the '~victim" has become more and more often the 

protagonist of modern literature. Still, it can be argued that Joe Christmas 

refuses to be a passive victim only; he struggles with his destiny. (82) 

In Cry. the Beloved Country, Paton immediately confronts us with South Africa's 

social and racial dilemmas. It is a novel of social disintegration and moral restoration. 

The message of Cry. the Beloved Country is that man will not be forced to serve the state 

under fear. According to Paton, the flame of freedom has been extinguished in South 

Africa, but freedom is indivisible and man cannot be forced to serve the State, the 

machine and the productivity curve forever on inequitable social, economic and political 

lines. The novel is written as a social protest against the injustices perpetuated by the 

ruling class against the non-whites. 

Paton establishes in Cry, the Beloved Country, that the ruling Nationalist Party 

wanted a multi-racial society. Americans spell out multiculturalism and equality of all 

races in terms of their amended Constitution; South Africa advocates multi-racialism with 

its separate and W1equal policies. As we examine the lands occupied by the whites and 

blacks in Cx:y, the Beloved Countzy, we are immediately faced with unequal and unfair 

distribution of property: the fertile hilly country was occupied by the whites, and the 

infertile, eroded, denuded land in the valleys, was owned by the blacks in Ndotsheni . The 

novel exposes the great disparity between the economic standards of whites and non

whites; in every field of human activity, the white/black disparity appears very glaring. 
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Furthermore, the huge wage gap between white and black workers has been recorded as a 

shame. Stephen Kumalo ' s earnings as a priest, a mere pittance in comparison with his 

white counterparts, is a glaring example of the wage gap. 

South Africa has been blessed with the richest gold, diamond, and platinum mines 

in the world. But the real wealth of South Africa cannot be measured in tenns of rich 

mineral resources; the country's wealth is attributable to the poor wages that is paid to its 

non-white workers. Often comparisons are made that South African blacks are better off 

than their brothers in other parts of Africa. This comparison seems to me to be ludicrous 

because the economy of the rest of Africa is different from South Africa, and such a 

comparison is preposterous. No country in Africa has been blessed with such rich 

mineral resources as South Africa. 

Cry, the Beloved Count[)' is written in the form of a social commentary, depicting 

the injustices ofland distribution, separation of the various groups because of the 

pigmentation of their skins, the search for jobs in the big cities, and the glamour of gold 

discovery . Nevertheless, the larger meaning of the novel covers the racial theme and the 

injustices of apartheid in a tom and troubled land. 

When Paton describes Johannesburg as the city of lights, our minds conjure up a 

beautiful city, well lit and set up for human habitation. The description of Alexandra is 

just the opposite. Alexandra is not a fairy city in Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country. The 

black township of Alexandra really exists in the outskirts of Johannesburg with untarred 

roads, squalor, no or poor sanitation, no drainage, and no electricity. It is here that the 

worst criminal element in South Africa, second only to Soweto, has bred. 

The township of Alexandra overlooks the beautiful city of Johannesburg and the 

plush suburbs of Rand burg, Wynberg, and Sandton. Alexandra has been an "eye sore" to 

many visitors to South Africa. When foreign dignitaries visit South Africa to have a 
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firsthand look, they are never taken to show this '"black eye soret called Alexandra. 

Illicit liquor brewing, theft, murder, prostitution, and crimes like assault with the intent to 

do grievous bodily harm are common occurrences in this part of South Africa. 

As we tum to the aftermath of the murder in the novel, we see the picture of 

Abraham Lincoln that James discovers in Arthur's study become very appropriate. 

Lincoln was one of America's foremost Presidents who worked towards racial equality. 

The re-awakening in James Jarvis after his son 's death implies that the winds of change 

were blowing in some quarters in South Africa and that the country is not a total b)emish. 

This new spirit in James Jarvis brings new hope in times of adversity, and the hypocratic 

motto ex unitate vires: (unity is strength) becomes relevant to its true meaning. 

Moreover, despite the color differences, the Jarvis family comes to understand the 

Kwnalo family in a message of reconciliation and restoration. The ultimate message in 

the novel is individual recognition of responsibility. 

Dennis Brutus, in an article entitled '~Protest Against Apartheid in Protest and 

Conflict in African Literature," states: 

One must not think in colour categories, but it is very difficult to resist 

thinking of Alan Paton as a white man, a sympathizing white man 

standing outside the South African society with all its complexities and 

dynamic tensions and reducing it to what is almost a parable, a simple 

little tale toJd with a ce11ain lyricism which I think is sometimes false 

because it is almost like a kind of poetic prose; but telling a story which 

moved people, and caught people's attention .... It is almost as if a 

serious novel on the theme of the disintegration of African culture and 

society, a serious novel on the misfits in our culture, would not be 
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accepted or would not be understood; but reduced to these simple, almost 

fabular terms, it was intelligible and made an impact. (361) 

Turning to Too Late the Phalarope, Paton expounds the frustrations , anxieties and 

tears of an individual who crosses the color line in a sexual expedition with a black girl, 

named Stephanie. The Immorality Act was designed to preserve the purity of the white 

race. The message of Too Late the Phalarope is clearly summed up in this passage of 

Sheridan Baker: 

Paton associates Stephanie rather closely .. .. with the birdcry of all 

natural goodness in this transitory life. . . . She also represents that tender 

side of Pieter . ... which causes the antagonism and the tragedy. 

Somehow this shy bird of the native homeland is like a phalarope, which 

represents the missing tenderness between father and son. 

But the design doesn ' t quite trace out~ for Stephanie also represents the 

destructive anger Pieter' s father stirs in him ... . She graphically represents 

the black evil of Dutch authoritarianism, the black depths into which 

Pieter throws himself to pay back his father. Paton has not reconciled her 

two opposite meanings. He could have shown the union as good and 

natural in defiance of a repressive code, and written the openly romantic 

book he flirts with by the waterfall; or he could have made Stephanie 

convincingly attractive in her wickedness rather than in her innocence. He 

tries both, though in fact he seems to avoid the problem by giving 

Stephanie as little space as possible, and consequently Pieter's motives 

remain, at least for me, unconvincingly mixed and dimly realized . .. . 

[Sex] is not Paton's subject. It has no deep and pervasive meaning for 

him as it does for, let us say, Lawrence. The agonizing need for love in a 
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black-and-white world turns embarrassingly thin for him when translated 

into sexual terms, even implying that all would have been saved if Pieter' s 

wife had just been a shade more aboriginal. (358-59) 

Pieter's tragedy in being caught out is sad. He was not one of those typical racists 

like his father and Vorster, Nella and Sergeant Steyn. From his very early boyhood days 

he did not harbor any sharp antagonism towards the blacks. He was a likable person in 

the black community. His first encounter with Esther, the old woman with whom 

Stephanie resided, is indicative of his tolerant attitude towards people of a different color. 

We become the spectators of the fall of a good Afrikaner in a shameless society. 

In Too Late the Phalarope, Paton also underlines the futility of the Immorality 

Act. It has destroyed a good and likable man, but the hypocrisy of this act negates the 

presence of the large ~colored' population in South Africa. The colored population 

emerged from two sources: first the Malays that emigrated to the Cape and second the 

offspring that were born of whites having sex with Hottentots and Bushmen girls. 

Nadine Gordimer in The Novel and the Nation of South Africa writes of Too Late 

the Phalarope: 

In the end, van Vlaanderen's relations with the girl are discovered, and he 

is undone; and all the consequences of tragedy fall upon him. But the 

morality of the novel -- the morality of South Africa -- claims tragedy on 

the wrong count. The thunderbolt misses, the explosion, like the moral 

truth, is off-centre. For lust can be tragedy for a man, but it is not a 

national disaster . . .. 

In Too Late the Phalarope there are two voices that speak outside 

the accepted morality of the book and they are not detached at all. The 

police captain who arrests van Vlaanderen says: "I know of an offense 



against the law, and, as a Christian, I know an offense against God; but I 

do not know an offense against the race." And when all normal ties of 

love and affection prove less strong than shame, and Pieter van 

Vlaanderen' s father closes his door to his son, and his wife is sent away 

back to her parents, the old aunt who has narrated part of the book says: 

"the truth is that we are not as other people any more." (359) 
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To conclude the racial theme in Too Late the Phalarope Martin Tucker states in an 

essay entitled "Africa in Modem Literature: A Survey of Contemporary Writing in 

English": 

If Cry the Beloved Country has been likened to a sermon, Too Late the 

Phalarope can be likened to a lament .. . . Yet the point of Paton' s 

[second] novel is not that Pieter could have been saved by the 

psychological awareness of others; it is that the South African milieu 

destroys those who are not seeking love irrespective of color. Paton ' s 

people are not romantics but people simply open to that fact of experience. 

Those who accuse Paton of soft sentimentalism should look at his 

characterization of Stephanie. She is not represented as a heroic or 

vivacious woman but as a frightened animal, and Paton's attack on the 

Immorality Act (prohibiting cohabitation between white and non-white) is 

aimed at its senselessness. Pieter did not love the black girl he slept with. 

It was a matter of sexual, animal urgency, yet Pieter has to pay for his act 

with imprisonment and moral denigration. (395) 

In this passage Tucker draws an analogy as he comments on the racial theme . He 

draws our attention to the character of Stephanie not as a "heroic or vivacious character," 

but portrays her as a <•frightened animal ." He further comments on the futility of the 



Immorality Act because Pieter did not love the black girl with whom he had cohabited, 

but it was rather a matter of sexual fantasy. 
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Tucker seems to have a poor grasp of human nature in his animal characterization 

of Stephanie. Sophie also called Stephanie a Htigress.'' It is a misunderstanding of 

human beings and human nature which prompt the whites to reduce blacks to the level of 

animals. 

Tucker fails to understand Paton's moral in the novel and Stephanie's place in 

apartheid South Africa. Sophie's portrayal of Stephanie is a clear indication of the 

contradictions that exist amongst the moderate whites who appear as sugar-coated pills 

with different flavors inside them. 

Paton's message in Too Late the Pbalarope is not merely the presentation of the 

downfall of a police lieutenant in apartheid South Africa but an epitomizatoin of the 

larger cultural and moral issues of the Afrikaner society. Paton uses Sophie to draw a 

distinction between black/white polarization. In the plot level in the novel, her function 

is not merely to piece together her nephew's lifestory, but to alleviate her own guilt in 

doing so little to avert his destruction. Her story is blended with mercy all the way as 

opposed to the strict laws that condemn Pieter. In her mission of mercy, she displays 

total partiality towards her nephew and finds every extenuating and mitigating factor to 

lessen the severity of Pieter's crime. In contrast, she presents Stephanie as the black 

seducer of a white hero, a woman of low morals, and a woman who blatantly flouts the 

law by brewing liquor. In this regard, Sophie, like other members of her white 

community, fail to come to grips with the black woman 's place in the non-white 

community. Brewing liquor is a permissible activity in black society, and there is 

nothing wrong with it in Stephanie's culture. Besides painting a dark picture of 

Stephanie in the novel, Sophie fails hopelessly in her ability to understand the economic 
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realities of a black woman in apattheid South Africa. Sophie ' s vilification of Stephanie is 

Paton's way of underlining the racial theme in the novel. Although Pieter is convicted of 

contravening the provisions of the Immorality Act, Sophie mollycoddles him and 

presents Stephanie as the Eve that seduces Pieter. 

In conclusion, I might mention that Paton, Jike a metaphysician was the antenna 

of his time. He had a flair for feeling which way the black spirit was moving. That his 

novels have given rise to a few quibbles is not certainly a thing to hold against him. If we 

attend to the spirit rather than to the words, I am inclined to say that there is a certain 

grandeur in his fiction -- a prophetic aspect of the comprehensibility of human nature . 

There is also something visionary about his novels. He had the power to see beyond the 

horizons of his time. His novels are there to be enjoyed long after the dark curtains of 

apartheid are drawn aside. What went into his work lives for posterity to enjoy. Ex 

Africa est semper aliquid novi. Both Paton and Faulkner have left in their literature 

stories of human endeavor and human error in intolerant, racist settings. In their works 

they attacked the central neurosis of racism. 
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