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ABSTRACT 

This doctoral project is an analytical study of South African writer, Nadine 

Gordimer's fiction produced from 1949 to 1994. She presents a theme 

similar to the post-colonial critic, Homi Bhabha's notion of borderland 

which he propounds as a place of creativity and cultural hybridity in his 

work The Location of Culture (1994). The "borderland" in Gordimer's 

fiction acts as a liminal space and becomes a connective tissue in her 

characters' lives. It emerges in the form of crossing physical frontiers and 

mental barriers which existed in South African society. Through moments 

of transition, Gordimer makes her characters aware of a liberal person's 

marginal position, between the reactionary colonial past and the "in

between-ness" of the borderland in radical future of South Africa. Along 

with this introductory background, Chapter One establishes the dual 

working of physical and psychological processes through which 

Gordimer develops the theme of "borderland" in her fiction. The 

subsequent three chapters focus on the variety in the presentation of 

"borderland" encounters in her fiction written before and after Sharpeville 

(1960). The thesis concludes that the dual development of physical and 

psychological processes is a central narrative strategy which determines 

a link between chronology and the presentation of "borderland" in 

Gordimer's fiction. 
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Key events 

1948 - Apartheid was introduced. 
1949 - The voting rights of the Indians 
and the Coloureds were abolished, 
and the ANC adopted the Programme 
of Action calling for boycotts, strikes 
and civil disobedience. The Mixed 
Marriages Act (1949) prohibited mixed 
marriages and made sexual relations 
between consenting adults of different 
skin colours a criminal offence. 

1950 - The Population Registration and 
Race Classification Act (1950) required 
every citizen to be registered according 
to his or her racial group. The Group 
Areas Act (1950) required segregated 
residential and business areas for whites, 
Coloureds, and Asians. 
1951 - The Bantu Authorities Act (1951) 
abolished the Natives' Representative 
Council to establish a basis for ethnic 
government in the black reserves or 
homelands. 
1952 - The long established Pass laws 
were hardened, prohibiting the blacks 
from moving about the country to sell 
their labour on a free market, and 
classified those who were unemployed 
as vagrants. The Native Laws Amendment 
Act (1952) limited the blacks' rights to 
live in the urban areas, and moved the 
native owners out of their ancestral lands. 
The Defiance Campaign (1952) on 
Ghandian principles of civil disobedience, 
strikes, boycotts and stay-at-home, was 
committed to the goals of national freedom 
and political independence. 
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qualified franchise for the blacks, and 
left-wing whites formed the Congress of 
Democrats in sympathy with the ANC. 
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The Separate Amenities Act (1953) was 
introduced. The Public Safety Act (1953) 
empowered the government to declare 
stringent states of emergency. The Bantu 
Education Act (1953) imposed the 
government's control over schools for 
black children. 

1954 - The Land Act (1954) required a 
vacant strip of five hundred yards between 
any black quarter and the white town it served. 
1955 - In alliance with Indian, Coloured and 
white organizations, the ANC endorsed 
the Freedom Charter. The Bantu Education 
Act (1955) was introduced with an inferior 
education policy for the blacks with a purpose 
to produce a subordinate class. 
1956 - The Coloureds were removed from the 
common voters' roll and placed on a separate 
roll to elect four whites to represent them in 
the Parliament. Nelson Mandela along with 
154 others arrested on charges of treason. 
The enactment of Riotous Assernblies Act 
(1956) prohibited public meetings of 12 
or more persons. It also prohibited formation 
of racially mixed unions and required existing 
mixed unions to split into segregated unions 
or form segregated branches under a 
white executive. 

1957 - The blacks in Johannesburg waged a 
bus boycott against an increase in the fare 
which ended successfully after three months. 
Thousands of blacks demonstrated in 
Cape Town against the government's decision 
to bar blacks from white church services. 

1959 - Former United Party members 
formed the Progressive Federal Party, 
favouring non-racial qualifications for 
franchise. The Africanists, who opposed 
inclusion of whites, broke away from 
the ANC, and formed PAC (Pan-African 
Congress). The Bantu Self-Government 
Act (1959) discontinued the representation 
of the blacks by the whites in the Parliament. 
The idea of separate development was 
introduced by the government for the blacks 
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(1953) 
The Soft Voice of the 
Serpent (1953) 
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A World of Strangers 
(1958) 
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unlawful organizations. The ANC 
abandoned its policy of non-violence: 
Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation) 
launched a sabotage campaign. 
1962 - Poqo (Africans alone), armed 
offshoot of the PAC attacked whites; 
Mandela was sentenced to five years in 
prison for inciting workers and leaving the 
country without passport. The Sabotage 
Act (1962) was introduced to provide for 
prolonged detention without trial. 

1964 - Mandela and eight Umkhonto 
leaders were sentenced to life 
imprisonment after admitting 
sabotage and preparation for 
guerrilla warfare. 

1967 - The Terrorism Act (1967) 
provided for indefinite detention. 
1968 - The Improper Interference Act 
(1968) outlawed multiracial political 
parties which disbanded the Liberal Party. 
The Parliamentary representation of 
the Coloureds by the whites was 
discontinued. 
1969 - South African Students' Organization 
was formed under the leadership of 
Steve Biko who propounded the doctrine 
of Black Consciousness. 
1972 - Black People's Convention was 
formed to advance the Black Consciousness 
outside schools and colleges. 
1973 - Strikes by black workers took place in 
Durban. Steve Biko along with seven leaders 
of the Black Consciousness movement were 
banned. 
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1979 - The Industrial Relations Act 
(1979) recognized African trade unions. 
The Federation of South African Trade 
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of South African Students was formed. 
Solomon Mshlanga was the first guerilla 
to be executed. 

1980 - The underground ANC carried out 
sabotage attacks on South Africa's oil
from-coal installations at Sasolburg. 
Countrywide protests erupted over 
wages, rents, bus fares, and education. 

1982 - The underground ANC carried out a sabotage 
attack on South Africa's nuclear power 
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1984 - Most wide-spread and prolonged black 
uprising since 1976 erupted in Vaal Triangle. 
The township at Sebokeng was raided 
by the police and soldiers. 

1985 - Six top leaders of the United Democratic 
Front were charged with high treason. A State 
of emergency was imposed in parts of the 
country following deaths in townships violence. 
The US imposed limited sanctions against 
South Africa, and foreign banks suspended credit. 
The government announced media restrictions in 
locations covered by emergency decree. 
1986 - 1.5 million blacks staged the largest 
stayaway in South Africa's history. The Pass laws 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTORY 

1.1 Field and method 

The main focus in this study is on Nadine Gordimer's fiction, written in the years 

1949 -1994. Nine collections of her short stories and eleven novels, and also a 

novella, were published during these years. In these fictional writings, Gordimer 

portrayed the rise and fall of apartheid in South Africa. The Nationalist party of 

Afrikaners that institutionalized apartheid through laws and legislation in every 

sphere of South African life came to power in 1948, and Gordimer's first 

collection of short stories Face to Face was published in 1949. Since then, her 

fiction has described landmarks in the people's resistance and struggle against 

apartheid until the first general election in 1994. Gordimer published None to 

Accompany Me in the same year. 

In this study, the interaction of fiction and society as conceptualized by 

the post-colonial theorist Homi Bhabha, in his book The Location of Culture 

(1994), is utilized as a tool to interpret Gordimer's fiction. The main 

characteristic of Bhabha's theory of "borderland" is that it explores through 

cultural and psychological dimensions, a space in an individual's life that leads 

one to attain new avenues of knowledge and understanding of his or her 

identity in a society. The thesis proposes that Gordimer's fiction presents this 

'third space' (Bhabha, 1994, 36) through "borderland" situations in which her 

characters acknowledge new sensibilities about themselves and their South 

African world. According to Bhabha, the modem world appears to exist on the 

'borderlines of the present': 
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Postcoloniality, a salutary reminder of the persistent "neo-classical 
relations" within the "new" world order and the multi-national division of 
labour. Such a perspective enables the authentication of histories of 
exploitation and the evolution of strategies of resistance. (Bhabha, 1994, 
6) 

Bhabha stresses the need to relocate the culture of modernity from a post

colonial perspective because postcolonial criticism emerges from those who 

have suffered subjugation, domination, diaspora, and displacement in the 

colonial era. In this context, Nadine Gordimer explores the history of 

contemporary South Africa through a displacement as well as a juxtaposition of 

the private with the public in her characters' lives. Her fiction records a narrative 

internal to South African identity which makes her characters aware of prevalent 

conflicting attitudes in their South African society. 

This coincident relationship between the text and the context of Gordimer's 

fiction provides a platform for a discussion on the presentation of "borderland" in 

her fiction. In this context, the thesis addresses three main issues: 

(a) The methodological framework: what is the main characteristic of 


Bhabha's notion of "borderland"? 


(b) How does the concept of borderland function in the South African 


context? and 


(c) How does Gordimer develop the theme of "borderland" in her fiction? 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the continuity of the presentation of 

Bhabha's theme of "borderland", and to show that ideas similar to his form as 

an integral ingredient of action and characterization in Gordimer's fiction. 

These aspects of her fiction have not been fully explored by researchers before 

now. Through shared colonial and post-colonial experience, the notion of 
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"borderland" is an important device for both Bhabha and Gordimer. In the 

former's case, it is utilized, in his cultural studies, to interpret the emerging post

colonial societies of the modern world whereas in the latter's case, it is focused 

to describe South African life in her short stories and novels. Similar to the 

carnivals of the nineteenth century which allowed a space to the characters to 

criticize the kings, revealing themselves in ways as they wanted to be (Bennet, 

1979), Gordimer's fiction provides a space for her characters to vividly express 

the polarization between the colonizer and the colonized in the South African 

world. It makes them contemplate hierarchical social patterns and questions 

their validity in their everyday South African life. In this regard, the thesis 

focuses on Gordimer's use of the notion of "borderland" as a stylistic and 

thematic tool to portray South African society in her fiction. It attempts to 

establish that the construction of fictionalized borderlands provided Gordimer 

with an opportunity to raise her voice against apartheid in South Africa. In 

scope, therefore, this study is an exploration of the deployment of "borderland" , 

as a central narrative strategy in her fiction. 

In the South African context, the concept of borderland is important as it 

deals with the severe physical impact of apartheid on its white and black 

communities. It affected them through being forced to live in separate units and 

classes, and generated fear and a sense of alienation towards each other. The 

European settlement since colonial times caused the African displacement, 

forcing the latter to leave their tribal lands and to live apart even from their 

families; writers such as Albert Memmi in The Colonizer and the Colonized 

(1974) and Fanon Frantz in Black Skin White Masks (1967) have demonstrated 
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how the myth of an unbridgeable gap between the black and the white races 

was created during the colonial period in history. In twentieth-century South 

Africa, segregation and apartheid regulated a restricted social experience and 

identity, imposing different types of borders based on colour. The thesis 

investigates what happens when writers like Gordimer are placed under 

constraints in a society like South Africa. In reaction, she invented an unusual 

marginal world full of action such as in Occasion for Loving (1963), Burger's 

Daughter (1979) and My Son's Story (1990) where her characters transform 

and discover their new selves in order to deal with the working of apartheid in 

South Africa. An unusual process of creativity is, indeed, at work in Gordimer's 

"borderland", subverting issues of rigid boundaries which exist in her South 

African world. 

1.2 The statement of the thesis 

The theme of "borderland" in Gordimer's fiction is presented as a dual 

development of physical and mental borderlands. Physical borderlands are 

developed through plot in her fiction; there are places, frontiers and landscapes 

where the action is developed across the racial divide in South African life. 

Mental borders are presented in psychological processes which lead her 

characters to breaking down in shame and guilt, and achieving transformation 

in their view of themselves as well as on their South African life. A continual 

interaction between these physical and mental borderlands contributes towards 

finding a new perspective upon Gordimer's fiction. Quite contrary to the physical 

and mental barriers which were enforced by apartheid in South African society, 
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Gordimer's "borderland" opens up avenues for discovering new identities which 

are worked out of the conflicts in characters' lives. It provides a space for them 

to socialize across the racial spectrum as equals. The sparsely populated 

frontier in Gordimer's fiction provides a ground for the characters to focus on 

discovering the reality of apartheid in their South African world; the border leads 

the characters to confront the most feared and hated aspects of their own 

selves such as their moral distance from each other's life in South Africa. 

This dual development of "borderland", in the light of Bhabha's notion of 

"borderland", leads to the creation of a new methodological framework for 

approaching Gordimer's fiction. The "borderland" in her fiction is an area of 

organic order which allows a space to discuss issues related to social identity 

and race consciousness in South Africa. In Bhabha's fashion, Gordimer's 

characters locate, through a frontier space, the difficulties which the times of 

oppression and resistance have created in the lives of almost all South 

Africans. Once the characters are aware of 'complex figures of difference and 

identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion' (Bhabha, 

1994, 1) in regard to their South African life, they find themselves introduced to 

a different perspective, that is, the black-and-white society between the white 

and the black people in South Africa. However, an intrusion from the menacing 

world of apartheid is inescapable in their lives even in the "borderland". Through 

individual moral choices and confrontation with the self, the characters focus on 

the internalization of apartheid, that is, the barriers between the white and the 

black people in South Africa affect them not only in the outward form of their 

lives, but also its inner manifestation. This dual development of the theme of 
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"borderland" projects the impact of social, administrative, political, economic, 

linguistic, physical and geographical borders in a number of ways and on a 

range of activities in characters' lives in Gordimer's 'fiction. 

1.3 The limitations of this study 

Although this exploration of the theme of "borderland" develops a new analytical 

perspective on Gordimer's fiction, it has its own limitations such as 

(a) It is a piece of research conducted by a researcher who is not a South 

African herself. So a gap in understanding the complexity of hierarchal 

borders and social divisions in South African society is unavoidable. 

Although field work was carried out by visiting South Africa during this 

research project (Appendix 2), it is a monumental task for a foreign 

researcher to engage with the real South African world, and to make 

connections with the textual evidence of history as presented in 

Gordimer's fiction. 

(b) This thesis is written in 2006, twelve years after apartheid ended in 

South Africa in 1994. Gordimer's short stories and novels under 

discussion in this research were written during the apartheid era. This 

distance of more than a decade makes the thesis a study in retrospect 

upon South African society under apartheid, as recorded in Gordimer's 

fiction. 

(c) The thesis limits its investigation of the theme of "borderland" in 

Gordimer's fiction to the years 1949-1994. Physical borderlands and 

mental barriers under apartheid were unique and had specific local 
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features and history. The underpinning of the physical borderland by 

apartheid legislation was dismantled in 1994, when hierarchical patterns 

created since 1948 were redefined. As apartheid ended with the first 

general election in 1994 and became physically null and void with the 

coming to power of the black majority in the same year, it is an 

appropriate point for stopping the study of the theme of "borderland" in 

Gordimer's fiction. However, the theme of "borderland" has continued to 

occur in the action and characterization in her post ~apartheid fiction. In 

fact, it recurs in a different form as a means of discussing issues of 

identity in post~apartheid South Africa. The applicability of Bhabha's 

notion of "borderland" to Gordimer's presentation of border worlds 

remained active in her post-apartheid fiction. 

(d) Bhabha's notion of "borderland" is productive in exploring Gordimer's 

fiction, since she presented her theme of "borderland" decades before 

Bhabha interpreted his definition of the concept in The Location of 

Culture (1994). According to Bhabha, 'the most creative forms of cultural 

identity are produced on the boundaries "in-between" forms of difference, 

in the intersections and overlaps across the spheres of class, gender, 

race, nation, generation [and] location' in the modern world. (Bhabha, 

1994, 1) On similar grounds, the theme of "borderland" in Gordimer's 

fiction provides physical and mental spaces for her characters to grow 

into new identities as opposed to the barred South African society that 

allowed no room for its people to cross over physical and mental 

borders. Both Bhabha and Gordimer can be linked together because 
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their work focuses on a world that is in transiton; they have approached 

colonial societies which were different but with common themes such as 

the notion of "borderland". However, it is complex to justify the credibility 

of their presentation of "borderland in South Africa's multi-ethnic society 

where borders adopt many dimensions, one of which was the separate 

development of its white and black communities in the colonial period 

and during the apartheid era. 

(e) T~lis thesis studies fiction written by a white South African writer 'from a 

white person's perspective on the South African world. Despite the fact 

that Gordimer presents her characters as living in an immobile world, yet 

transformation takes place in their experience of the South African 

situation. They develop from liberalism towards radicalism in the struggle 

against apartheid. Such paradoxical characterization arose from 

Gordimer's own marginal position in her South African society. As a 

white writer, Gordimer reveals her experience of the limitations in South 

African society and admits that in spite of her efforts, her consciousness 

has the same colour as her face. (Gordimer, 1979, 162) Gordimer 

belongs to a privileged white Jewish class in South Africa, though her 

privilege has its limitations too. If it made her powerless and paralyzed 

on one hand as belonging to one particular section of South African 

society, on the other hand, it provided her with the option to stand back 

and work under apartheid restrictions, whereas others like Alex La 

Guma, Dennis Brutus, and many others had to leave their land to 

espouse the causes of the deprived black South African masses. La 
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Guma (1975, 17) also acknowledges racial segregation as an important 

problem that defined his artistic vision. Although there was a barrier 

between the black and the white people in South African society, and 

they looked at each other through a keyhole (Mphahlele, 1962, 14), 

writers like Nadine Gordimer with her privileged white eyes and the black 

writers found room for dealing with issues of rigid boundaries in their 

fictional worlds. 

The thesis takes account of a shift in Gordimer's lexicon for ethnic 

identities in her fiction. Her vocabulary went through a transformation over a 

period of time in South African society, from her earlier use of the terms 

native and Coloured, to her later description of African characters as black in 

her fiction. However, to a great extent, Gordimer presents her characters as 

individuals in groups such as the black, the white, the Indian and the 

Coloured.1 (Appendix 1) The black became the mark of identification for both 

the blacks and the Coloureds in the later era of twentieth-century South 

Africa. The Coloureds became blacks when the former joined hands with the 

political campaigns of the ANC and the PAC in the post-Soweto liberation 

struggle. 

1 The terms black, white, Indian and Coloured have specific connotations in South 
African society and history, which are explained in Appendix 1. These terms were / are 
in common use and therefore not italicized in the rest of the thesis except in specific 
contexts in the Conclusion. 
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1.4 The context of this study 

Life under apartheid is the context of this study of Nadine Gordimer's fiction. 

The thesis looks at the presentation of history in her 'fiction in three main parts: 

the protest era, the struggle era, and the liberation era. The legalization of 

apartheid after 1948, the Sharpeville incident in 1960, the Soweto Uprisings in 

1976 and the underground struggle of the AI\lC and adjacent movements 

between the 1960s and the general election in 1994, found a central place in 

the course of events in the characters' lives in Gordimer's fiction. These fictional 

events project the historical times in a chronological manner, providing a link 

between the resistance, the struggle, and the liberation phases of South African 

history. In the protest era, resistance is focused in limited mixed gatherings and 

relationships of characters across the racial spectrum. This social framework 

appears in A World of Strangers (1958). The struggle era appears in The Late 

Bourgeois World (1966) and Burger's Daughter (1979). A South Africa free from 

the shackles of apartheid appears in A Sport of Nature (1987) and None to 

Accompany Me (1994). 

Similarly, there is a difference in the presentation of psychological effects 

on characters after their encounters in these three historical eras as recorded 

by Gordimer in her fiction. In the protest era, the focus is on the experience of 

apartheid such as in the collection of short stories The Soft Voice of the Serpent 

(1953) and the novel, The Lying Days (1953). In the struggle and the liberation 

eras, a process of transformation is added, to capture the changed lives of the 

characters in novels such as in Burger's Daughter (1979) and My Son's Story 
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(1990). These historical eras altered the presentation of the characters and 

society's development in Gordimer's fiction. 

A Marxist tendency to reconstruct the past on the basis of economic 

evidence finds its way into Gordimer's fiction. Reversing Hegel's formulation 

that the world is governed by thought, that the process of history is the gradual 

dialectical unfolding of the laws of Reason, and that material existence is the 

expression of an immaterial spiritual essence, Marx argued that all mental or 

ideological systems are the products of social and economic existence. (Marx, 

1961, 170) The material interests of the dominant social class determine human 

existence, individual and collective. Applied to colonial societies, the legal 

system of apartheid is not the pure manifestation of human or divine reason, but 

a reflection of the interests of the dominant white class in the colonial and post

colonial periods of history. 

For Marx, culture is not an independent reality but it is inseparable from 

the historical conditions in which human beings create their material lives; the 

relations of dominance and subordination (exploitation) which govern the social 

and economic order of a particular phase of human history will in some sense 

determine the whole cultural life of the society. Race relations were thus crucial 

for the white colonizers in making available a labour force in South Africa. 

Capitalism was installed, there, through the coastal trade and the enforced 

labour of the black peoples. Aime Cesaire in Discourse on Colonialism (1950) 

indicts this colonial brutality and claims that colonialism not only exploits but 

dehumanizes and objectifies the colonized subject, as it degrades the colonizer 

himself. He explains this by a dark equation: 'colonization = ''thingification''.' 
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(1972, 21) In this regard, the Prime Minister of the Cape Colony in 1908 

remarked that race consciousness is created by colonial hierarchies (Ranger, 

1983, 213) such as the Self and the Other. Political and economic superiority of 

the Self (the colonizer) had been principal psychological tools to dominate the 

Other's (the colonized) thinking. In Bhisham Sahni's Tamas (1988), a novel set 

in the 1947 riots at the time of the partition of the Indian Sub-continent, the 

English Deputy Commissioner is praised far and wide for his shrewdness in 

handling the Hindus' and Muslims' violent confrontations. He is regarded as 

more sensible by the Indians in comparison to their own selves and equated 

with the prophet Khizr for his far-sighted ness. However, the Deputy 

Commissioner's wife is appalled by the British policy of refraining from 

interfering with the Hindus and Muslims' religious affairs in the first place. She 

questions: 'Didn't human values mean anything any more?' (Tamas, 107) In 

Nadine Gordimer's The Lying Days (1953), a novel set in the early apartheid 

years, the black girl in Helen's class attempts to write down each and every 

word of the lecture given by the white teacher. She is sure that she has a lot of 

catching up to do to get educated in the white way, yet she never succeeds. 

This psychological impact of colonization was no less devastating for the 

colonized people than the plundering of their resources. 

Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth re-mapped race and class divisions 

in relation to one another. (1963, 32) European colonialism propagated the 

concept of the Self, that is, the colonizer, and, the Other, that is, the colonized. 

The former is related to everything which is superior in civilization and the latter 

is considered savage. A physical line of demarcation is drawn between the Self 
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and the Other from the very early times of colonization which led to a mental 

block against each other's worlds. The physical boundary between the Self and 

the Other became a frontier where people from both sides used to gather. At 

first, the whites acted, under the "Masters and Servants" Law (1856), as 

masters and the blacks as slaves and servants. However, physical 

communication led the whites to enter into sexual relationships with the blacks. 

The resulting Coloured society produced a hybrid culture which acted as a 

bridge between the white and the black worlds. Homi Bhabha in The Location of 

Culture presents 'unhomeliness' as a condition of being Coloured in South 

Africa. (1994, 13) He refers to the different houses in Gordimer's My Son's 

Story (1990) as symbolic of the compartmentalized South African society in 

which members of a Coloured family have to struggle to find a home for 

marginalized people like themselves. 

Social divisions based on race have determined numerous 

colonial and post-colonial writings. Edward Said in Orienta/ism (1978) 

calls the maintenance of such divisions a form of radical realism which 

seeks to institute Europe in superiority over its Other. According to him, 

Oriental ism was a form of 'radical realism' which sought to institute 

Europe in 'flexible positional superiority over its Others [ ... ] Orientalist 

discourse delivers an Other which is both an object of knowledge and 

surveillance and an object of libidinous impulses.' (1978, 2-3) This had 

been the effect of colonialism which broke its society into divisions. By 

juxtaposing a black youth's feelings of inferiority amongst superiors who 

are more white than himself, Edgar Mittelholzer's A Morning at the Office 
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{1964} vividly deals with such psychological, physical and mental barriers 

in a colonial setting. 

The colonial experience is, to some extent, a history of madness. 

This appears in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (1902) in which the 

character becomes a spectre of madness. Marlow, an English 

adventurer, travels to the Belgian Congo, to investigate the affairs of a 

trader named Kurtz. He finds Kurtz, who has joined an African village 

and become consort of its queen. Kurtz, now mad, dies on Marlow's boat 

uttering his last words, 'The horror! The horror!.' (Conrad, 1902, 118) 

This shocking colonial experience is contrasted with the indifference of 

the warships that are firing on the villages, and the official at the coastal 

trading station: 

I saw a high starched collar, white cuffs, a light alpaca jacket, 
snowy trousers, a clean necktie, and varnished boots. No hat. 
Hair parted, brushed, oiled [ ... ] His appearance was certainly that 
of a hairdresser's dummy; but in the great demoralization of the 
land he kept up his appearance. (Heart of Darkness, 28) 

Doris Lessing in The Grass is Singing (1950) looks at the elements of 

social hierarchy, self-alienation, emotions and psychological pressures 

which make their way in her protagonist's life who is in conflict between 

behaving as gentrified and experiencing a black man's warmth. Similarly, 

Alice Walker's The Colour Purple (1982) has approached the question of 

race and colour in the protagonist's search of her identity in American 

society. In one of her letters, Nettie informs her sister, Celie about one of 

the members of her compound, Tashi's complex of the scarification 

marks on her cheeks: 
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Americans would look down on her as a savage and shun her, 
and whatever children she and Adam might have. [ ... ] it was very 
clear to her that black people did not truly admire blackskinned 
black people like herself, and especially did not admire 
blackskinned black women. They bleach their faces, she said. 
They fry their hair. (The Colour Purple, 235) 

These novels show that race has formed a powerful ideological element 

in colonial and post-colonial history, as it affects the colonizer and the 

colonized. 

1.5 History and Gordimer's fiction 

Apartheid 


In The Mind of South Africa: The Story of the Rise and the Fall of Apartheid, 


Allister Sparks presents South Africa as a 'honeycomb of cellular group ghettos, 


full of ghetto attitudes of "us" and "them"', in which 'white and black are bound 


together in a web of mutual destructiveness. Apartheid, brutalizing the whites as 


it destroys the self-esteem of the blacks, robs both of their humanity.' (1990, 


217-218) Gordimer presents this mutual destructiveness in 'The Train from 


Rhodesia' (1949) and The Conservationist (1978). These narratives focus on 


the moral distance of the white people from the suffering black South Africa, 


and describe the effects on communication with each other. 


Sparks refers to the first territorial segregation, which took place when 

early Dutch colonists grew 'a bitter almond hedge' around their occupied African 

land to separate their living area from the rest of the black area, marking a 

boundary between the two worlds. (Sparks, 1990, xvii) For almost three 

centuries, this process of marking boundaries to limit the movements of the 
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black people into white areas was practised by the white settlers in South 

Africa, eventually producing the apartheid system. The Land Act (1954) 

required a vacant strip of five hundred yards between any black quarter and the 

white town it served. Gordimer makes her protagonists in The Lying Days 

(1953) and 'Keeping Fit' (1991) conscious of this fence between Van 

Riebeeck's white descendents and the black people of Africa through their 

casual visits across the boundary. Bulldozing Sophiatown, a township in the 

west of Johannesburg and building a white suburb in its place, and replacing 

the black people to South Western townships, later called Soweto, was 

apartheid's first large-scale undertaking in twentieth century South Africa. 

Sophiatown was considered by the Afrikaners as a 'black spot' in a 'white area', 

partly because it housed a new kind of black lodgers who were 

second and third-generation city people, detribalized, modern, working 
class people, aspirant artists, politicians, writers, musicians, prostitutes, 
pimps, con men, shebeen queens, and gangsters; people discovering 
and creating a new world, suffering under its burdens but hugely 
stimulated by the adventure of it. (Sparks, 1990,188) 

The underlying objection was against the owning of houses and land by blacks. 

Gordimer describes the social and economic impact of that encroachment and 

displacement through "borderland" situations in her characters' lives such as in 

My Son's Story (1990) and None To Accompany Me (1994). 

This development continued the colonial past. Discrimination against the 

black people flourished under the political alliance of the South African party 

and the English Labour party with the Afrikaners' National party in 1924, and 

continued to progress under the coalition between these political parties to form 

the United party in 1934. British settlers worked along with the Afrikaners' style 
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of segregation after their arrival in 1820, and accepted it as part of the natural 

order of things. The new industries needed cheap black labour after the 1870s 

for their Industrial wealth. Gordimer describes this hypocrisy of the industrial 

magnate class in the characterization of life at the High House in A World of 

Strangers (1958). 

The new government of 1948 legally generated a radical and 

programmatic restructuring of intermixed South African society, which was 

becoming daily more integrated economically, by dividing it into separate living 

areas, separate towns, separate economies, separate nations, total separation. 

The blacks were to be separated not only from the whites but also from the 

Coloureds, Indians, Chinese and to a lesser extent from one another according 

to their ethnic classification such as Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, and Tswana. The Race 

Classification Act 1950 required every citizen to be registered according to his 

or her racial group. The Native Laws Amendment Act 1952 limited the blacks' 

right to live in the urban areas, and moved the native owners out of their 

ancestral lands. The long established Pass laws were hardened in 1952, 

prohibiting the black people from moving about the country to sell their labour 

on a free market and classi'fied those who were unemployed as vagrants. To 

produce a subordinate class, the Bantu Education Act 1955 was introduced to 

give inferior education to the blacks. The Mixed Marriages Act 1949 prohibited 

mixed marriages and in 1950, it made sexual relations between consenting 

adults of different skin colours a criminal offence. In almost all phases of her 

fiction such as in Occasion for Loving (1963), 'Town and Country Lovers' (1980) 

and The Pick Up (2001), Gordimer focuses upon physical relations across the 
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racial spectrum to question the validity of such a rule of law in the real human 

world. 

In 1959, the Afrikaner govemment introduced a new apartheid policy, 

calling the blacks different people and thus justifying their need for different 

treatment. The black people could build their own homelands in the black 

regions which were called Bantustans. The claim was that these were no longer 

inferior but only different: separate developments with separate freedoms. 

Gordimer captures this climax of apartheid in her symbolic presentation of the 

appalling social and economic divisions in white and black life on a South 

African farm in The Conservationist (1978). The strip of bare veld which 

separated the farm 'from the black quarters is more than just a physical barrier. 

It is a mental barrier, too. Apartheid laws prescribed inequality, so that was what 

its courts enforced; in Burger's Daughter (1979), the protagonist's father is 

charged with treason by a South African court of law for challenging Afrikaner 

nationalism. Gordimers None to Accompany Me (1994) focuses on such 

sacrifices through her characters' struggling lives, both on physical and 

psychological levels, till the apartheid era ended. 

Liberalism and the liberals 

Liberalism, as a philosophy, seeks to promote the importance of human 

individuality, and the significance of an individual's liberty in relation to custom 

and authority in one's private and public life. In South Africa, this ideology 

developed since the British colonists captured the Cape Colony from the Dutch 

East India Company in 1795. The Whig Party which upheld the humanist spirit 
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of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, that is, the freedom of individual 

against political, social and economic domination, was then in government in 

the British Parliament. They created a parliamentary government on the British 

model in the Cape Colony where the rule of law was firmly placed in the hands 

of an independent judiaciary, and which guaranteed freedom of speech and 

conscience and equality in the eyes of the law to all its subjects. (Marquard, 

1965,23) 

In 1853, non-racial franchise was granted to 'all adult males in the Cape 

Colony, not only regardless of race but with the lowest possible qualifications 

for the vote.' (Vigne, 1997, 1) This introduction of the liberal tradition in South 

African politics inspired liberals of later generations such as J H Hofmeyr, the 

liberal leader in the years between the Union (1910) and apartheid (1948) 

governments, and the group constituting Alan Paton, Leo Marquard, Margaret 

Ballinger, Selby Msimang, Thelma Philip, Peter Brown, Leslie Rubin, Tom Price 

and Oscar Wollheim who founded the Liberal Party in 1953. 

Central to liberal attitudes have been a trust in rationality, faith in the idea 

of progress, attachment to individualism, emphasis on human rights, and an 

eagerness to emancipate underprivileged people in the society. Despite the fact 

that the first Liberal Party government in Britain that pursued policies of active 

social organization to prevent abuses of political power, was formed in 1868, 

this liberal attitude had been under question in South Africa: at one and the 

same time, the term "liberal" was 'a badge of honour' to both the white and the 

black people in South Africa 'who sought freedom, justice and equality, of 

hatred to those to whom white interests were paramount, and of shame to 
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growing numbers of blacks when they learned that liberals had failed them in 

the struggle with the white supremacists.' (Vigne, 1997, 3) With the discoveries 

of diamond mines in Kimberley in 1867 and the gold mines in Witwatersrand in 

1886, Africans were wanted more for their labour than votes. Franchise 

qualifications followed in 1887 to keep the black vote in control. F R Moor, the 

Prime Minister of Natal at the National Convention in 1909 'opposed to placing 

them [blacks] in a position to legislate for white men' because he believed that 

'the history of the world proved that the black man was incapable of civilization.' 

(Walton, 1912, 123) 

The formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910 further dispossessed 

the blacks of their social, economic and political rights through The Natives' 

Trust and Land Acts. On opposing the abolition of Cape Africans' voting rights 

in 1.936, J H Hofmeyr reminded South Africans of the liberal cause that his 

generation had abandoned: 'the recognition of an essential value in man as 

man; the belief that all sections have a contribution to make, and should have 

opportunity to make it; the determination that the less privileged should have 

this opportunity.' (Paton, 1971, 229) The Liberal Party in South Africa was thus 

preoccupied with two main issues, race relations and the rule of law. It 

cherished certain democratic rights as essential: freedom of conscience, 

speech and of the press, and equality before the law. Under its banner, both the 

white and the black people stood against all types of isms whether it was 

Afrikanerism, Africanism or Communism, and aimed to work towards the 

elimination of racial discrimination in South Africa. They 'first favoured a non
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racial but a qualified franchise for the blacks but later advocated political 

equality for all before the law. (Schrire, 1992, 224) 

Gordimer's fiction deals with the plight of the liberal cornmunity in 

twentieth-century South Africa. The Lying Days (1953), A World of Strangers 

(1958) and Occasion for Loving (1963) focus on the liberal voice that adhered 

to the principle of humanism in its protest against apartheid. These novels have 

traced changes in the liberal attitudes from the period of passive resistance to 

apartheid in the 1950's and then to the era of armed opposition and struggle, 

beginning in the 1960's. They provide an insight into what had been happening 

in the lives of liberals with the rise to power of the National Party in 1948 and 

the establishment of the Liberal Party in 1953. Gordimer's characters who are 

determinedly concerned with private relationships in these novels cannot 

escape an intrusion from the political situation in their personal relationships 

with people across the racial spectrum. They suffer alienation and 

marginalization for their accommodating attitudes and question the validity of 

their liberal values in South African society. This changing consciousness of the 

liberals appears most clearly in The Late Bourgeois World (1966). It projects the 

early post-Sharpeville era when the underground struggle began to overthrow 

the apartheid government in South Africa. The Sharpeville incident (1960) 

marked a watershed in South African life and a change in Gordimer's approach 

to apartheid. Later, in her interview with Diane Cassere, she stated: 'I used to 

regard myself as a liberal, but I now regard myself as a radical.' (Cassere, 

1972, 56) Gordimer turned away from liberalism because 'it has never delivered 

the goods. Too ready to compromise, to see both sides of the question, too 
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polite: too much of a gesture, not enough of a commitment, not radical.' 

(Schwartz, 1977, 93) It could not succeed in front of a cherished political system 

which advocated white supremacism in South Africa and offered political 

stability and economic security to the white minority only. Sparks noted that it 

failed in South Africa because it was not acting as 'an inspirational force that 

could lead to constructive action but a sterile dogma that concealed an 

unconscious attachment to the status quo.' (1990, 259) 

During the apartheid era, the liberals were divided into various groups. 

(Appendix 2) There were liberal humanists like Alan Paton who founded the 

Liberal Party to achieve their goals through non~violent political movement. 

There followed leftwing liberals like John Harris who preferred a militant 

approach to fight against discrimination in the South African society, and then 

there appeared rightwing or progressive liberals such as Helen Suzman who, 

after the banning of the Liberal Party in 1968, promoted liberal values under the 

banner of the Progressive Federal Party in 1977. The world of liberals as 

described by Gordimer in her fiction represented the border between the 

polarized worlds of the whites and the blacks in South Africa. Whether it is the 

protagonist with his liberal humanism in A World of Strangers (1958) or the 

protagonist with his militant spirit in The Late Bourgeois World (1966), the 

liberals played the role of a bridge (Appendix 2) in South African society which 

adjoined two parallel worlds but never succeeded in uniting them. A recession 

in open black politics resulted from the ban on major black political parties in the 

1960s; the Liberal Party provided a joint platform to people from all communities 

to keep the protest alive under its banner. But the Improper Interference Act 
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(1968) prohibited this by outlawing multiracial political parties. The black, 

Coloured and Indian members had to quit the Party for the sake of its survival 

under apartheid regime which disillusioned many liberals about its viability in 

the South African world. Gordimer's move away from the politics of liberalism is 

reflected in her developing concern with the struggle of black nationalists in her 

fiction. 

The rise of Black Consciousness 

Steve Biko, a young medical student at the university of Natal, rejected 

liberalism as an ideology and propounded a new doctrine in 1969 which said 

that black liberation could be achieved only by the black people themselves and 

had to begin with breaking free of the shackles of psychological inferiority. In 

Biko's view, apartheid was 'an eyesore spoiling an otherwise beautiful view', for 

the liberals to 'take their eyes off' whenever they wished to. (Biko, 1978,22) 

Biko resented the problem that the whites dominated the liberal organization 

and imposed limits on the militancy they believed in. The whites protested 

orally, almost ritually, but that was as far as they were prepared to go. This 

state of liberal affairs is epitomized by Gordimer in Occasion for Loving (1963) 

in the failure of the relationships between the white and the black characters in 

the novel. 

This movement influenced the radical blacks in their struggle to liberate 

South Africa from the white minority rule. Gordimer portrays this spirit of Black 

Consciousness in her fiction. It is presented in the black characters' sense of 

confidence in themselves as with the protagonist's father in My Son's Story 
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(1990), the protagonist's servant in July's People (1981) and the protagonist's 

lawyer in The House Gun (1998). 

The African National Congress (ANC) was founded in 1912 under the 

influence of Gandhi's philosophy of non-violence, and the black American 

struggle in the early 1900s, which advocated black advancement within the 

framework of segregation rather than confrontation with the system. Like the 

quest of Alan Paton's central figure in Cry the Beloved Country (1948) to find 

his son, and Gordimer's black maid in 'Ah, Woe Is Me' (1949) who works to 

educate and give a better life to her children, the ANC put their faith in the white 

man's professed commitment to Christian charity, democracy and justice, but to 

no avail. Clemens Kadalie's industrial and commercial unionism in the 1930s 

brought a surge of militancy for a short period. Gordimer reflects on the era of 

strikes in the childhood experiences of her protagonist in The Lying Days 

(1953); although it is a matter of change of diet for the mine workers in the 

novel, it reminds the protagonist of the past strikes about which she had heard 

from her father in her childhood. Gordimer's fiction describes this aspiring black 

life in her characterization of the educated black victims in A World of Strangers 

(1958) and Occasion for Loving (1963). Her characters in The Lying Days 

(1953) are disillusioned as nothing brings about their long awaited future. The 

ANC's Defiance Campaign (1952) on Gandhian principles of civil disobedience, 

strikes, boycotts and stay-at-homes, was committed to the goals of national 

freedom and political independence. The ANC, the Indian Congress, the 

Coloured People's Congress, a white organization named the Congress of 

Democrats, and the non-racial Congress of Trade Unions participated in the 
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national convention that published the Freedom Charter in 1955. The Liberal 

party and the United party did not attend, though they were invited. Gordimer 

presents this political development in A Sport of Nature (1987). 

The assertion that South Africa belonged to all is presented indirectly in 

Gordimer's A Guest of Honour (1973), which portrays an independence 

struggle in Central Africa. In South Africa, the more radical Africanist group 

broke away from the ANC in 1959 to form the Pan-Africanist Congress, the 

PAC. It accused the ANC of allowing Africa to be swamped by foreign 

ideologies, for succumbing to the influence of its white and Indian sympathizers, 

and having been taken over by communists for their own extra-African 

purposes. (Schrire, 1992, 225) In A Guest of Honour, Gordimer explores a 

similar scenario in Zambia, an independent African country. 

The Sharpeville massacre (1960) changed the course of action; the 

white police fired on a black demonstration held against the unjust Pass laws, 

killing sixty-nine participants. The Sharpville incident dashed all the hopes of 

achieving a common non-racial society through peaceful and legal means. In 

1961, the ANC and the PAC were banned as unlawful organizations. The ANC 

worked underground; Nelson Mandela became the leader of the National Action 

Council which demanded a national convention to establish a new Union of all 

South Africans before the government declared South Africa a whites-only 

republic on May 31, 1961. The ANC took the decision to abandon its policy of 

non-violence and switched from strategies of non-violence to those of guerrilla 

struggle. This entailed abandoning its Gandhian commitment to avoid harming 

human life. Mandela formed the armed guerrilla wing of ANC and the PAC 
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formed an armed wing called Poqo - meaning pure and alone - which called on 

the masses to kill and drive out the white bosses and take over their homes. 

The possibility of a political solution to the race conflict was replaced by the 

certainty of confrontation. Gordimer portrayed the transition to a violent armed 

struggle in her fiction: The Late Bourgeois World (1966) outlines the blacks' 

adoption of an armed struggle in their effort to change their society to one that 

is non-racial in character. The underground struggle of the activists is presented 

in July's People (1981), Something Out There (1984) and A Sport of Nature 

(1987) thus revealing Gordimer's concern and affiliation with the resistance 

politics in protest against apartheid in South Africa. 

Although Gordimer was legally and socially cut off from other ethnic 

groups in their struggle against apartheid in South Africa, yet she identified 

herself with the cause of black South Africans through her fiction. In the 

Introduction to her collection Some Monday for Sure (1976), Gordimer declared 

her position: 'Few of the white people in my stories belong to that group of white 

South Africans who visualize and accept freedom for South Africa in terms of a 

black majority government elected by unqualified franchise. I do.' She 

concludes the Introduction by affirming that 'some perfectly ordinary day, for 

sure, black South Africans will free themselves and rule themselves.' (1976, xi

xiii) 

Gordimer presented ideals which are very similar to those of black South 

Africans who hoped and strove for a better and a just future in South Africa. But 

at the same time, she was caught in a split historical position: a white person 

living in privilege in South Africa, feted by an international readership and yet 
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espousing the causes of the deprived black South African masses. This 

paradox is discernible in the style and form of her writing as well as in the 

nature of her readership; her fiction addresses a literate elite, particularly the 

privileged overseas readership. It was published in a wide range of international 

periodicals such as The New Yorker, Encounter, The New Statesman, The New 

York Review of Books, Harper's, and New Society. Also, Gordimer's main 

publishers such as Victor Gollancz, Heinemann, Jonathan Cape, Virago, and 

Bloomsbury are based in the United Kingdom. Most of Gordimer's fiction 

survived the laws of censorship which were generated by the apartheid 

government to control press and media communication in South Africa. Two 

novels, A World of Strangers (1958) and Burgers's Daughter (1979) were 

banned for their protest against apartheid in South Africa. 

1.6 An outline of Gordimerts fiction 

Gordimer's fiction first appeared on the literary horizon in the form of short 

stories. A gradual development from ironic to symbolic presentation of events 

and characters is noticeable in her later short story collections of the 1980s and 

1990s. Sarcasm was a dominant element of her short stories till the 1970s, as 

in 'The Train from Rhodesia' (1949), 'Enemies' (1956), 'The Last Kiss' (1960), 

'The African Magician' (1965), and 'Abroad' (1972). This ironic element is 

superseded by sharp and graphic presentation of South African life in her later 

short stories like 'A Lion on the Free Way' (1980), 'For Dear Life' (1980), 

'Siblings' (1980), 'Jump' (1991) and 'Amnesty' (1991). 



28 


There is a significant number of short stories which look back on her 

experiences as a child and young woman growing up in a mining town on the 

East Rand, as in 'The Urnbiblical Cord' (1949), 'The Prisoner' (1953), 'The 

Defeated' (1953), 'Charmed Lives' (1956) and 'The Termitary' (1980). The 

mining town near Johannesburg, as it features in her fiction, is the canvas upon 

which Gordimer portrays idiosyncratic characters such as Van in 'The Last Kiss' 

(1960), Uncle Chookie in 'Clowns in Clover' (1956) or the deaf watchmaker 

Simon Datnow and the drunken Dr. Connor in 'Charmed Lives' (1956). 

Besides, there are short stories in which Gordimer describes the life-style 

of affluent white people. Most of them are South Africans, South Africans 

abroad or foreign visitors to South Africa, as in 'Enemies' (1956), 'Out of 

Season' (1956), 'The Path of the Moon's Dark Fortnight' (1960), 'Native 

Country' (1965), 'Otherwise Birds Fly In' (1972), 'Time Did' (1980), 'A Mad One' 

(1980), and 'You Name It' (1980). These short stories wittily probe into social 

pretensions of these well-to-do characters. They become targets of Gordimer's 

satirical and ironic observation: 

My approach in these stories, as in any other, is that of irony. In fact, I 
would say that in general, in my stories, my approach as a short story 
writer is the ironical one, and that it represents the writer's unconscious 
selection of the approach best suited to the material. (Gordimer, 1976, 
11 ) 

"Irony" means to say or write one thing whilst meaning the opposite; the true 

meaning is conveyed by vocabulary or even by tone. In its double meaning, it 

draws attention to some incongruity or irrationality, incongruity between what is 

expected to be and what actually is, or a situation or result showing such 

incongruity. In Gordimer's fiction, "Irony" is a means of making a witty comment 
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through adoption of a distance from her subject; this strictly means Gordimer's 

detached observation of people's attitudes in South African society which are 

known to the reader but hidden from the characters until the end as in 'Is There 

Nowhere Else Where We Can Meet?' (1949), or in some cases, never 

recognised by the characters as in 'Enemies' (1956). 

There are substantial numbers of these kinds of stories in all of her 

collections which point at the spiritual impoverishment of the affluent characters 

and lay bare the shallow and empty lives most of these people pursue. In an 

interview with Susan Gardner, Gordimer reveals: 

My method so often has been irony, I find irony very attractive in other 
writers, and I find life full of irony, my own life and everybody else's; 
somehow one of the secret locks of the personality lies in what is ironic 
in us. (1981, 110) 

Amongst the large body of Gordimer's short stories, there are narratives that 

depict characters in relation to the social climate of apartheid and the related 

upheavals in South Africa such as in 'Is There Nowhere Else Where We Can 

Meet?' (1949), 'Ah, Woe is Me' (1949), 'The Train from Rhodesia' (1949), 

'Which New Era Would That Be?' (1956), and many others. As Gordimer deals 

with the theme of apartheid in these stories, most of them are included in this 

thesis. 

There is a difference between Gordimer's presentation of South African 

society in her short stories and novels. The brevity of the form of short story 

helped her to achieve a focus on the experience of the very moment in her 

characters' lives or of apartheid in her South African society. Whereas the 

spaciousness of the form of novel allowed her more space to expand on these 

experiences and present the resulting effects on characters' lives: they 
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transform and look for change in their South African society, as Helen does in 

The Lying Days (1953). In another novel, after confronting the most feared and 

hated aspects of the inner self, Toby, Gordimer's protagonist in A World of 

Strangers (1958), finds an opportunity to achieve a healing unity for the peace 

of his mind towards the end of the novel. Gordimer's novels describe the lives 

and actions of characters who are placed in situations of physical or moral 

difficulty in South Africa such as Jessie in Occasion for Loving (1963) and 

Elizabeth in The Late Bourgeois World (1966). There is a direct involvement 

with the exigencies facing characters in these novels who are either living 

through or who are closely tied to the political realities in South Africa. 

Gordimer's thirteen novels can be divided into four categories, 

autobiographical or biographical such as The Lying Days (1953), Burger's 

Daughter (1979) and My Son's Story (1990), historical such as A World of 

Strangers (1958), The Late Bourgeois World (1966), The Conservationist 

(1978), A Sport of Nature (1987) and None to Accompany Me (1994), prophecy 

such as Occasion for Loving (1963), A Guest of Honour (1973) and July's 

People (1981), and thrillers such as The House Gun (1998) and The Pick Up 

(2001). Gordimer wrote one novella, Something Out There (1984) which is an 

ironic as well as symbolic presentation of the ANC's sabotage movements in 

South Africa. In her novels, Gordimer utilizes the themes and patterns which 

she has rehearsed in her short stories. For instance, the theme of the master

servant relationship in The Lying Days (1953) and July's People (1981) had 

been explored earlier by Gordimer in 'Ah, Woe Is Me' (1949). Similarly, 

Gordimer follows a pattern in her short stories such as in 'The Train From 
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Rhodesia' (1949) where the action becomes alive with the protagonist's 

experience of a moment or a set of events which pricks her conscience and 

breaks her down in shame and embarrassment The characters such as Helen 

in The Lying Days (1953), Toby in A World of Strangers (1958) and Maureen in 

July's People (1981) undergo the same mental probing in Gordimer's novels. In 

her interview with Diane Cassere, Gordimer tells: 'I have a theory that a writer is 

always writing the same story - like a mosaic, a jigsaw puzzle that is put 

together.' (Cassere, 1972, 57) Gordimer follows a pattern in plot and 

characterization that can be traced in a variety of ways, in her short stories and 

novels. 

The early years 

Gordimer's early novels, The Lying Days (1953), A World of Strangers (1958) 

and Occasion for Loving (1963) present the protest era when South Africans 

resisted the legalization of apartheid in every sphere of life. It brings into light 

the Sharpeville incident of 1960 when the black activists, after the killing of 

sixty-nine black demonstrators by the police, started moving away from their 

policy of peaceful struggle against apartheid in South Africa. The Sharpeville 

demonstration was in protest against the Pass laws which made it compulsory 

for people other than whites to keep a reference book. This Pass book stood for 

racial identification and therefore, for racial discrimination. In The Lying Days, 

the change in direction from protest to resistance politics is projected in the 

protagonist's observation of the black activists who stop coming to the group 

discussions that had been organised by the social welfare community in 
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Johannesburg. In A World of Strangers, it is presented in the polarisation 

between white supremacism and Africanism in South African society. The 

oscillation of the protagonist between the poor black world at the locations and 

the white rich world of Johannesburg describes the social climate of South 

African society at the time of the Sharpeville tragedy. As the thread of 

communication is missing due to the intrusion of apartheid in their South African 

lives, Gordimer's characters go through a process of alienation and social 

severance in their relationships across the racial spectrum in Occasion for 

Loving. It explores the immediate post-Sharpeville time when the divide 

between the white and black nationalisms seemed irreconcilable. Gordimer's 

early fiction emphasizes the importance of personal relationships and individual 

fulfillment; personal relationships across the colour line were projected as 

solutions to the racial tensions in South Africa. The projection of the 

consciousness that the Liberal Party was too moderate to resolve the opposing 

nationalisms of the time - white supremacism and Africanism - draws a line 

between her early and later fiction. 

The impact of Sharpeville 

Gordimer's fiction after about 1962 deals with the struggle era when the 

activists raised their voices against apartheid through underground movements 

such as in The Late Bourgeois World (1966), where characters carry out the 

underground missions in their resistance against apartheid. This is followed by 

A Guest of Honour (1973), about a new political life of an African country which, 

after getting independence from its colonial white masters, finds itself in a 
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political turmoil at the hands of its own divided black people. The novel presents 

Gordimer's imaginary construction of this country in the period of the struggle 

era before the black uprisings at Soweto in 1976. 

Like a duck which appears quite calm whilst floating on the surface of the 

water but quite active underneath as her invisible feet move forward and 

backward to keep its movement intact on the water, acitivists in South Africa 

struggled against apartheid in the pre-Soweto era. The Conservationist (1978) 

portrays the period just before the black uprisings at Soweto. It is manifested in 

the trap which is laid by the police in order to catch the protagonist in his sexual 

contact across the colour line. In Burger's Daughter (1979), Gordimer sums up 

t~lis struggle against apartheid through the story of an Afrikaner family. Through 

the 1960s and 1970s, when overt political activity seemed impossible, 

Gordimer's fiction articulated the frustrations and aspirations of South Africa's 

urban society. 

The liberation process 

Gordimer's later fiction covers the liberation era when freedom from apartheid 

was prophesied or foreseen in an independent South Africa. In July's People 

(1981), she described an imaginary situation w~lich might result in the case of a 

civil war in South Africa. Something out There (1984), A Sport of Nature (1987) 

and My Son's Story (1990) contain historical accounts of contemporary South 

Africa, reflecting an increasing pressure on South Africa to resolve 

discrimination through a radical political system. The actions in these narratives 

are spread over a period of time going back to the 1960s. None to Accompany 
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Me (1994) deals with the experience of victory by the blacks in their struggle 

against apartheid. Their confidence in themselves is further reiterated in The 

House Gun (1998) in the character of a black barrister who defends a white 

man in a case of murder. And in her recent novel, The Pick Up (2001) Gordimer 

looks at South Africa in the process of getting over the shameful history of its 

past colonial system. 

Post-apartheid fiction 

A shift in action and characterization in Gordimer's post-apartheid fiction marks 

a boundary between her short stories and novels written during and after the 

apartheid era. One collection of short stories and two novels have been 

published in the post-apartheid years. Stories from Loot (2003) present themes 

other than apartheid. The title story 'Loot' describes an earthquake. 'Mission 

Statement' presents the story of a relationship between a white man and a 

black woman. 'Look-Alikes' is a story about homeless people. 'The Diamond 

Mine' is about teenage sex life. 'An Emissary' describes people dying of 

malaria, and, 'Karma' in nine parts, is an ironic and symbolical comment upon 

life and death. 

It can be noticed that the theme of apartheid is no longer the focus of 

Gordimer's attention in her recent fiction. In her novels too, she attempts to 

explore other avenues of human life such as a murder trial in The House Gun 

(1998). This is a psychological thriller that presents a story about a young man 

who kills his gay friend with a gun for sleeping with his girl friend. The action in 
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the novel which is set in the era of the black majority rule in South Africa reveals 

a change in Gordimer's presentation of her South African society: 

As for retrospect as a valid critique, I realize it (to make sense of life) has 
no fixed existence but represents my own constantly changing effort to 

. teach myself how to make out of words a total form for whatever content 
I seize upon. (Gordimer, 1975, 9) 

In an interview with Andre Brink, Gordimer talks about a documentary film 

which she has made in collaboration with her son. The action in this film is set 

in Johannesburg and Berlin, the 'two cities in which a wall has come down' but 

'with a difference.' (Brink, 1998, 419-420) The wall between East and West 

Germany was built by the East German government in 1961 to stop people of 

this side of the country from escaping to West Berlin where life was 

economically much better after 1948. This wall existed for twenty-eight years 

thus dividing the Germans to grow into two different societies, one communist 

(East) and the other capitalist (West). In South Africa, apartheid was introduced 

as a legal system by the Afrikaners' Nationalist government in 1948, though 

people had lived under territorial, political, social, economic and colour 

segregation for centuries. Dismantling of the Berlin wall in 1989 and of the 

apartheid system in South Africa in 1994 had much in common: it assured the 

beginning of a new era. So the new South Africa without the wall has become 

an interesting place to discover the life of the Other. This is substantiated in The 

Pick Up (2001) in which Gordimer focuses, for the first time in her writing 

career, on a character and a family who are Muslims. Set in Johannesburg as 

well as in an unknown Muslim country in the Far East, the novel is a story about 

a young woman falling in love with an illegal immigrant. After her failed attempts 

to stop his deportation from the country, she decides to leave with him for his 
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home country. Towards the end of the novel, the protagonist declines to 

accompany her partner who leaves for America, and she prefers to stay back 

with his family. It seems that by deporting her characters to the countries of the 

Other, Gordimer attempts to look at the whole issue of immigration and 

settlement at different levels, both privately and publicly: 

'Relocate', they say. The couple are 'relocating'. [ ... ] 'Locate: to discover 
the exact locality of a person or thing; to enter, take possession of.' 
To discover the exact location of a 'thing' is a simple matter of factual 
research. To discover the exact location of a person: where to locate the 
self? [ ... ] To discover and take possession of oneself, is that secretly the 
meaning of 'relocation' as it is shaped by the tongue and lips in 
substitution for 'immigration'? (PU, 47) 

Instead of focusing upon the significance of the theme of migration in the South 

African society, The Pick Up looks at the effects of displacement on people all 

over the world. Themes related to race and identity recur in Gordimer's fiction, 

but in different forms. There is a development from Gordimer's presentation of 

borders that existed in South African society under apartheid. 

1.7 "rhe relevance of Homi Bhabha's work to this study 

Homi Bhabha's theoretical work in cultural studies sheds light on a broad range 

of forms of arts such as painting, sculpture and literature in the modern world. 

He is attracted by Anish Kapoor's work on the theme of void in his paintings and 

sculptures. It led him to utter: To treat the void as style is to read its emptiness 

as no more than a plea for the pictorial.' (Bhabha, 1998, 17) This idea of 

Bhabha reverberates his own conceptual coinage of the notion of borderland: 'It 

is in the emergence of the interstices - the overlap and displacement of 

domains of difference - that the intersubjective and collective experiences of 
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nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated.' (Bhabha, 

1994, 2) It is a place where the difference between and within cultures in 

colonial and post-colonial contexts is negotiated in its best form. Bhabha's 

colonial discourse analysis is productive of exploring the cultural exchanges 

involved in the history of Afrikaners' rule in South Africa. 

In different disciplinary and geographical locations, Bhabha's writings 

contribute to contemporary analysis of the cultural and political issues raised by 

neo-colonialism, race, ethnicity and migration such as questions of identity

formation, psychic affect and the operations of the unconscious in dealing with 

the problems posed by colonial history. His work can be divided into two 

phases, earlier Bhabha and later Bhabha. From 1980 to 1988, his principal 

interest is in the cultural exchanges involved in the history of British rule in 

India. Since then, Bhabha has become more preoccupied with the issues raised 

by the cultural consequences of neo-colonialism in the contemporary era and 

the complex and often conflictual relationship of post-colonial discourse to post

modemism. In comparison, his second phase of work is primarily devoted to the 

problems posed by colonial history and inherited discourses, of race, nation and 

ethnicity in contemporary cultures. Such issues involve Bhabha in a complex 

set of negotiations between the discourses of post-colonialism and 

postmodernism which 'The Postcolonial and the Postmodern: The Question of 

Agency' describes as guided by the desire to rename the postmodern from the 

perspective of the postcolonial: 
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To reconstitute the discourse of cultural difference demands not simply a 
change of cultural contents and symbols; a replacement within the same 
time-frame of representation is never adequate. It requires a radical 
revision of the social temporality in which emergent histories may be 
written, the rearticulation of the "sign" in which cultural identities may be 
inscribed. (Bhabha, 1994, 171) 

According to Bhabha, modernity cannot be assumed to be complete 

because the role of the non-Western world played in the constitution of 

modernity has never been properly acknowledged. In the material sphere, the 

contribution of slavery or colonial exploitation to the physical civilization of 

modernity has still not been fully recognized. This is equally true in the cultural 

and ideological spheres, in as much as insufficient attention has been paid to 

the way that many of the foundational ideas of modernity such as Man, reason, 

progress and the nation were developed by constructing the non-West in a 

different fashion as pre-modern, not fully human, irrational, outside history or 

primitive and barbaric in terms of its social values and structures. Bhabha 

questions Frantz Fanon's model of 'fixed colonial identity, that is, the Self and 

the Other polarities. He believes that the colonial relationship is structured on 

both sides by forms of 'multiple and contradictory belief.' (1994, 75) For him, the 

relationship between the colonizer and the colonized is more complex than 

Fanon implies, principally because the circulation of contradictory patterns of 

psychic affect in colonial relations (desire for, as well as fear of the Other) 

undermines their assumptions that the identities and positionings of the 

colonizer and the colonized exist in stable and unitary terms which are also 

absolutely distinct from, and necessarily in conflict with, each other. Bhabha 

claims that all cultures are impure, mixed and hybrid: 
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Terms of cultural engagement, whether antagonistic or affliative, are 
produced performatively. The representation of difference must not be 
read as the reflection of pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed 
tablet of tradition. The social articulation of difference, from the minority 
perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize 
cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of historical transformation. 
(Bhabha, 1994, 2) 

Bhabha is concerned with the clarification of psychic difficulty, of danger of 

falling into fixed identities and seeks to emphasize the mutualities and 

negotiations across the colonial divide. Hybridity is a concept that Bhabha uses 

to describe the liberatory potential of the difference between and within cultures, 

which displaces, transforms and subverts colonial norms in a way that is 

liberating for those oppressed. Historically, the emergence of cultural, religious 

and ethnic diasporas created new forms of identities in South African society 

such as the Afrikaners, the Coloureds and the blacks. In her fiction, Gordimer 

constructs, in Benedict Anderson's terms, imagined communities to describe 

these forms of cultural hybridity which are shaped out of history and at the 

same time, in Frantz Fanon's terms, reveals the struggle for the creation of a 

human world - that is a world of reciprocal recognitions. 

The Location of Culture investigates a number of issues such as 

liberation from colonial oppression, and cultural difference which can be applied 

to texts such as Gordimer's fiction and struggles against oppression such as 

apartheid in South Africa. In his study, Bhabha looks at postcoloniality as a 

continuity rather than rupture between the era of colonialism and the 

contemporary period, which he refers to as the on-going colonial "'present".' 

(1994, 6-9) Similarly, apartheid is an extension, a continuity of the colonial set
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up which is the basis of physical and psychological borders in South African 

society. Gordimer deals with this situation by focusing upon the social 

marginality and the psychological alienation that apartheid generates in the 

lives of her characters in her fiction. 

Bhabha has coined a number of conceptual metaphors such as ''the 

notion of borderland as the third space", "un homely lives" and "cultural 

difference". His work in cultural studies is too dense to be fully applied for 

methodology in this research project, still the utilization of these selected 

concepts from his collection of essays published as titled The Location of 

Culture (1994) paves the way to develop a new perspective on Gordimer's 

fiction. 

The notion of borderland as the third space 

Bhabha's theoretical work on "borderland" in The Location of Culture is related 

to the issues of race, borders and identities in Gordimer's fiction. Bhabha 

defines his notion of "borderland" by explaining it in a number of ways such as 

the domain of the beyond, the liminal, or the third space. He also names it as 

the 'interstices,' (1994, 2) which literally means a minute opening or crevice 

between things such as the space between adjacent atoms in a crystal lattice. 

Liminality is derived from the Latin word, limen, a threshold. This is a quality of 

the second stage of a ritual in the theories of Arnold van Gennep (1873-1957) 

and Victor Turner (1920-83); a ritual, especially a rite of passage that involves 

some changes to the participants, especially their social status. This change is 

accomplished by separating the participants from the rest of their social group 
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(the first or preliminary stage: separation); a period during which one is between 

neither one status nor the other (the liminal stage); and a period during which 

one's new social status is confirmed (the final, or postliminal stage: 

reincorporation). The liminal state is characterized by ambiguity, openness and 

indeterminacy. One's sense of identity dissolves to some extent, bringing about 

disorientation. Liminality is a period of transition during which normal limits to 

thought, self-understanding and behaviour are relaxed, opening way to 

something new. Liminal zones in Gordimer's fiction are peripheral positions in 

marginal spaces where new exciting and empowering forms of identity may be 

articulated, such as in July's People (1981). This anticipates Bhabha's 

description of identity which is differential, lucid and, in theory at least, infinitely 

displacable. In 'Remembering Fanon', Bhabha reveals: 

The> access to the image of identity is only ever possible in the negation 
of any sense of originality or plenitude, through the principle of 
displacement and differentiation (absence I presence; representation I 
repetition) that always renders it a liminal reality. (Bhabha, 1993, 118) 

Whilst talking about margins in a minority discourse, about the space of 

people and halfway populations, and discussing the cultural temporality of the 

nation as a social reality, Bhabha emphasizes, in Nation and Narration (1990), 

the need to rethink questions of identity, social agency and national affiliation. 

These entities, he notes, are in continuous process oJ redefining themselves. 

Alterity, that is, no society is ever absolute and pure what it presently appears to 

be, helps us to understand that identities go through a process of 

transformation in every society such as the evolved Afrikaners' identity and the 

development of the apartheid system in South African society. For Stuart Hall, 
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identities are not firmly anchored or fixed to the spot, but are not entirely free-

floating: 

Every identity is placed, positioned, in a culture, a language, a history 
[ ... ] It insists on specificity, on conjuncture. But it is not necessarily 
armour-plated against other identities. It is not tied to fixed, permanent, 
unalterable oppositions. It is not wholly defined by exclusion. (Hall, 1987, 
45-46) 

Gordimer's fiction projects this liminal status of identities in her characters' shift 

from liberal to radical approaches towards the struggle against apartheid such 

as in The Late Bourgeois World (1966) and in breaking of the polarized and 

compartmentalized South African society out of the social and colour barriers 

such as in None to Accompany Me (1994). 

Similar to Bhabha, the "beyond" signifies a spatial distance in Gordimer's 

fiction. It marks progress and promises the future, but the very experience of 

the beyond makes her characters displaced and they cannot return to the 

present, they cannot be the same people again. They step into the beyond but 

then return to the present totally transformed. The white protagonist in A World 

of Strangers (1958) and the black character in Occasion for Loving (1963), for 

instance, are affected by the experience of their socializing across the racial 

spectrum. Also, displacement is a necessary process to get to the moment of 

transit, to the moment of realization and transformation in Gordimer's fiction 

such as in July's People (1981). The protagonist's displaced life in an African 

village brings her up against the illusion of white innocence. Bhabha's notion of 

"borderland" provides not only an intervening space but also gives 'a revisionary 

time' to people who return to the present with 'a sense of the new' (Bhabha, 

I 
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1994,7), that is, the new-sense that provides an ongoing negotiating process 

for personhood and helps marginalized people and communities to build their 

restless identities. In July's People (1981), Gordimer displaces her characters in 

a spatial distance where they dwell, though for some time, in a society beyond 

their South African world, and then return with an aptitude, in Bhabha's words, 

'to touch the future on its hither side' (1994, 7) in their present South African 

society. In this process, the characters find themselves introduced to a sense of 

the new, that is, the utilization of available resources for syncretism, 

juxtaposition and integration of black and wl-lite societies in South Africa. The 

presentation of such a world in her "borderland" serves as a means to create 

and guess in her imaginary plots the future of South Africa. 

Bhabha's 'third space' (1994, 36-39) is the linguistic split and an overlap 

between the subject of the statement and the subject who speaks, reads and 

identifies with it; the subject written into a statement and the person speaking, 

reading or identifying with that subject position inhabit two very different cultural 

and discursive environments. There is therefore both a join and a divide 

between these two subjects, a linguistic space that both joins and divides. 

Bhabha calls this in between space, the third space. It is the space where the 

Self meets the Other, the space that is neither one nor the other but somewhere 

in-between. This crossing and overlapping of the Self and the Other in the third 

space troubles the positions within this hierarchy and allows liberatory 

strategies and repositioning of the colonial subject in empowering ways. 

Cultures are thus never unitary in themselves and it is the third space in which 

unifying signs of culture are both destabilized and renegotiated. 
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Bhabha's 'third space' has affinities with the notion of potential space 

found in the theory of play developed by psycho-analyst D W Winnicot in 

Playing and Reality (1971). Winnicot contends that cultural experience begins 

with creative living first manifested in play. It is the play which helps to bridge 

the gap between mother and child, in the transition between the child viewing 

herself as part of the mother, and realizing herself as distinct from the mother. 

Play is a third area which is neither inner or personal psychic reality nor the 

external world but rather the potential space between the individual and the 

environment. Winnicot's potential space considers the relation of the Self to the 

Other in a way that does not isolate either, but shows how difference, even 

within the Self, is related to the Other. Through play, the child is both joined to 

and separated from the world around it. The potential space is that space in 

which paradoxically one both finds and creates the world. It is a space in which 

there is an interplay between the me and not-me, where me and not-me are 

both merged, and always emergent as distinct. In Nadine Gordimer's fiction, a 

similar kind of physical space is provided to the characters through "borderland" 

situations. It presents a society that goes beyond the polarities of the Self and 

the Other. In the South African context, however, this seems inapplicable in 

front of the prevalent apartheid in every sphere of South African life. But it 

successfully gets itself depicted in the lucidity of characters' identities in 

"borderland" situations and encounters in Gordimer's fiction. 

I 
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Unhomely lives 

Homi Bhabha focuses upon unhomely lives in his intellectual exploration of the 

location of culture and identity in the post-colonial world. He goes back to the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century poet and philosopher, Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe's concept of un homely condition of the modern world, 

that is, the creation of cultural confusion results in wars and mutual conflicts in 

the human world. Such situations affect people's spiritual and intellectual needs 

to the extent that they cannot lead normal lives until they recognize that they 

have learned foreign ideas and have unconsciously adopted different ways of 

life. The inner nature of the whole nation as well as the individual man works all 
. ! 

unconsciously or in other words, the cultural life is unconsciously lived by its 

people in a society. This leads Bhabha to utter: 'In the world in which I travel I 

am endlessly creating myself.' (1994, 8) For him, it is the space of intervention 

emerging in the cultural interstices that introduces creative invention into 

existence. 

In this context, Bhabha is fascinated by Fanon's description of the 

'negating activity' in Black Skin White Masks (1967): 

As soon as I desire, I am asking to be considered. I am not merely here
and-now, sealed into thingness. I am for somewhere else and for 
something else. I demand that notice be taken of my negating activity in 
sofaras I pursue something other than life; in sofaras I do battle for the 
creation of a human world - that is, of a world of reciprocal recognitions. 
(Fanon, 1967, 218) 

Although Fanon insists upon the need for the subordinated people to enforce 

and regain the possession of their native cultural traditions, and restore their 
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repressed histories, his desire for the recognition of cultural presence as 

negating activity resembles Bhabha's 'breaking of the time barrier of a culturally 

collusive present.' (Bhabha, 1994, 9) It is this interstitial passage which leads 

Gordimer's characters to tum away from the 'singularities' of 'class' and 

'gender' (Bhabha, 1994, 1) that generated restricted identities in South African 

world. The ambivalences and ambiguities of the unhomely world take place in 

their lives such as the cO':protagonist's in-between identity in My Son's Story 

(1990) which affirms the borders of culture's interstitial existence, that is, the 

pathway between racial polarities. 

Cultural difference 

Bhabha develops his notion of cultural difference against cultural diversity. 

Cultural diversity is a concept which proceeds from an understanding of 

cultures as knowable, that is, as objects that can be studied and known 

empirically. Bhabha opposes the doctrine of cultural diversity which, like the 

regime of apartheid, seeks to keep different cultures separate, sealed from 

each other according to their respective origins. According to Bhabha, the 

postmodern vision of cultural synthesis is too close to dominant mainstream 

discourses of multiculturalism and cultural relativism. Both, in their different 

ways seek to minimize the challenges posed by cultural difference; 

multiculturalism does this by implicitly constructing cultures as essentially 

equivalent and therefore interchangeable, leading inevitably to an emphasis on 

assimilation to the dominant. Whereas cultural relativism necessarily manages 

cultural difference in relation to a normative centre, which also serves to 
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reinforce the authority of the dominant culture. Both discourses also depend on 

the concepts and values which cultures must assent to share in order to engage 

dialogically with each other in the first place. (Bhabha, 1994, 34-35) 

Cultural difference is not to be understood simply as that which remains 

beyond the attempt of one culture to integrate or translate another. For Bhabha, 

cultural diversity which sees distinct cultures as able to live side by side but 

separately and distinguishable by their differences, authorizes discrimination 

and oppression. Such separation of cultures based on knowable traditions does 

not allow for understanding the link between cultures in the past nor for new 

liberatory ways of thinking about negotiation between cultures in the present. As 

difference resides within the cultures as well even within one cultural group, 

there is no fixed culture. To negotiate cultural difference in a way that is 

empowering for those subordinated, displaced or otherwise marginalized, 

Bhabha creates, in a number of ways, a kind of space and time where 

difference can be recognized as that is which is between and within cultures, a 

space that constitutes cultures and also disrupts the boundaries between them. 

Despite the fact that these selected conceptual metaphors are utilized as 

a methodology in this thesis, Bhabha's theoretical work has its limitations in the 

context of this study. For instance, his concepts of cultural difference, the third 

space, identity, hybridity and unhomely lives get themselves articulated in 

different forms in the theme of "borderland" in Gordimer's fiction. But there are 

concepts such as stereotyping, which finds no room in her fiction; Gordimer's 

characters are types and cannot be associated with the process of labeling 
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identities which the term stereotyping stands for. On the contrary, the concept 

of stereotyping is applicable in the South African context because people's 

identities were labeled in South Africa into white, black, coloured and Indian 

groups. Bhabha's concept of cultural difference which recognizes the difference 

within the cultures is out of place in South African society which propounded 

cultural diversity meaning that all cultures are separate. Also, if every culture is 

in fact in-between and none is self-identical, the postcolonial loses the particular 

modes of agency and identity which Bhabha claims, that is, liminal spaces are 

the locations of culture. Such questions point to the tensions and conflicts at the 

heart of Bhabha's theoretical work in cultural studies. 

1.8 Critical approaches and Gordimer's fiction 

Georg Lukacs' (1885-1971) Marxist critical theory of reflection, which describes 

the text as a reflection of a kind of system that was gradually unfolding, is 

helpful for understanding Gordimer's fiction. In Lukacs' view, the novel reveals 

or ought to reveal underlying patterns in the social order and provide a sense of 

wholeness of existence with all its inherent contradictions, tensions and 

conflicts. In a similar way, Gordimer's fiction is concerned with the content of 

South African life from which emerges a sense of order within the complexity 

and subtlety of lived experience; all the contradictions and tensions of social 

existence are realized in a formal whole in her fiction. 

In Nation and Narration (1990), Homi Bhabha addresses the issue of 

how a nation's history is narrated and interpreted through different voices in 

literature. In this context, Gordimer's fiction takes responsibility for the 
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unspoken and unrepresented pasts which haunt the historical present, thus 

signifying the relation of art with social reality. She stitches together history and 

imagination, fact and fiction, black and white to build a narration which aims to 

chronicle, with poetic licence, the epic of South African history. 

Researchers have looked at Nadine Gordimer's fiction in a number of 

ways. Through various angles of their study of her fiction, they have recognized 

Gordimer's description of particular urgencies and difficulties which people 

faced under apartheid in South Africa. Robert Haugh in his book, Nadine 

Gordimer (1974) explores Gordimer's ability to sustain a tense dialectic 

between the personal and the political in her fiction. His study proposes that 

Gordimer had increasing difficulty in integrating her primary interest in the 

personal with a set of political themes in her fiction. In contrast, Michael Wade 

interpreted this element as significantly sustained by Gordimer. In White on 

Black in South Africa (1993), Wade finds Gordimer's fiction addressing those 

mythic structures or ideologies which were used to maintain white South African 

visions of themselves and which rendered white South Africa visible to itself. 

Wade's study also evaluates the place of Jewishness in Gordimer's fiction. 

For Stephen Clingman, Gordimer writes not just of the events and 

movements of South African history but also of what it has been like to live 

through them. He sees her fiction as a reflection of Gordimer's changing 

apprehension of social and historical developments in South Africa. His study 

The Novels of Nadine Gordimer: History from the Inside (1986) discovers the 

role of physicality as fundamental to resistance against oppression; since 

apartheid divided according to the body, only the whole body can function as a 
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sign of reintegration. A whole body, he argues, is resurrected from a past state 

of fracture. He finds that Gordimer's fiction presents the history of South Africa 

as experienced by individuals who are themselves products of history in all its 

complexity and contradictions. 

Andrew Vogel Ettin's approach to Gordimer's fiction is the reverse of 

Clingman's. For him, Gordimer always tells the same story which revolves 

around the politics of the family, the sensuous experience and issues of social 

identity. In Betrayals of the Body Politic: The Literary Commitments of Nadine 

Gordimer (1992), Ettin finds patterns of imagery as a major strength in her 

fiction and discovers the role of sexuality as a way out 'from the family into 

social freedom. However, Gordimer's general distaste for feminism is 

persuasively read as the product of her firm socio-economic grasp: she 

perceives feminism as elitist in the racial situation in South Africa. 

John Cooke in The Novels of Nadine Gordimer: Private Lives/ Public 

Landscapes (1985) addresses the significance of Gordimer's unusual childhood 

and adolescence in her fiction. He argues that Gordimer has endowed her 

private history with public associations to liberate herself from familial restraints, 

symbolizing a challenge to the dominant political order. Cooke discovers the 

description of South African landscape as a distinctive feature in the 

development of the narrative in Gordimer's fiction. 

Narrative voice, not generally discussed by Clingman and Ettin, is a 

special emphasis of Judie Newman's study. She explores the relation between 

gender and genre in Gordimer's fiction. She argues in Contemporary Writers: 

Nadine Gordimer (1988) that Gordimer's fiction subverts Eurocentric 
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conventions by establishing a counterpoint between male and female 

protagonists, white and black interpreters and by employing double plots which 

readjust the relation between social context, text and subtext, by the 

reconstruction of the implied reader and, by interrogating the language of South 

African cultural voices. Newman builds on work done by Clingman and Cooke 

but takes a post-structuralist approach; where Clingman sees South African 

history as the conditioning force behind Gordimer's fiction, and where Cooke 

sees the nature of Gordimer's relation with her mother as the crucial 

determinant, Newman argues that Gordimer's intersection of racial, colonial and 

sexual themes, with an increasingly sophisticated focus on gender, takes her 

work into a reassessment of narrative realism. Newman argues that Gordimer's 

deconstruction of realism as a way of knowing South African reality opens up a 

new route to cultural and political decolonization. Her reading resonates 

interestingly with that offered by Abdul Jan Mohamed in Manichean Aesthetics 

(1983), where the interest is specifically in the deconstruction of some of the 

binary oppositions that underpin the colonial enterprise. 

David Ward in Chronicles of Darkness (1989) 'finds in Gordimer's 'fiction 

a steady movement away from chronicle to prophesy. Although he heralds her 

for acute, almost lyrical sensitivity and richness of style and detail in her fiction, 

yet he addresses the coolness of her tone; for Ward, Gordimer's detachment is 

a fault neither of the writing nor of the writer herself, but an aspect of her ability 

to produce her narrator as Other, alienated not just from the presented world 

but also from the pre-existing ways of seeing reality. 
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Christopher Heywood in his study of Gordimer's fiction (1983) discovers 

Fanon's aspirations being followed by Gordimer in her fiction. To Fanon who 

was a spokesman for the revolution that gave Algeria its independence from 

France in 1962, the use of violence in achieving the revolutionary overthrow of 

an oppressor is not merely a means to an end, something to be reluctantly 

embarked upon, but itself an essential part of the liberatory process. It is a 

syndrome that produces a need for cathartic violence and revenge. As a 

cleansing force, violence frees the oppressed from his inferiority complex and 

from his despair and inaction: it makes him fearless and restores his self

respect. (Fanon, 1963, 41) Fanon's revolutionaries despise compromise and 

reconciliation. Since the 1960s, South Africa had become a place of violence 

that finally led to revolutionary changes in its political and social life. Gordimer's 

fiction records the mode of the era in 'Some Monday for Sure' (1976), Occasion 

for Loving (1963), July's People (1981), A Sport of Nature (1987) and My Son's 

Story (1990). 

Besides these major approaches to Gordimer's fiction, Dorothy Driver, 

Lars Engle, Graham Huggan, Karen Lazar, Brian Macaskill, Brighton Oledi, 

Sheila Roberts, Rowland Smith, and Susan Winnett have contributed similar 

critical perspectives on Gordimer's fiction. However, none of these researchers 

has fully explored the theme of "borderland" in her fiction. It is developed in a 

dual way: a physical borderland, that is, deployment of frontiers and landscapes 

revealing social marginality, and mental borders, that is, the themes of 

madness, shame, embarrassment and guilt leading to psychological alienation. 
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As apartheid generated restricted social identities in South Africa, the principle 

of "borderland" provides Gordimer with a space to escape from her rigid 

hierarchial society, making this marginal space of the frontier a site of creativity 

for her. In her interview with Studs Terkel in 1962, Gordimer stated: 

I've written usually about the borderland, the kind of frontier where black 
and white do meet, to a certain extent, and more or less as equals, 
though you can never be equal in an unequal society, you can not make 
up by any kind of personal ethics for the set-up around you - but 
anyway, I have dealt mostly with this kind of half-world where people do 
meet - black and white - and because of the general set-up around them, 
and other inequalities forced upon them, they tend just to go past, just 
miss. I must admit I have written again and again about the moment of 
communication that doesn't quite come off. (Terkel, 1962, 19) 

Gordimer gives a vivid account of this process of alienation and social 

severance in her fiction. She works both within and beyond the colonial 

experience to question the myth of an unbridgeable gap between the black and 

the white races: the white settlers cannot become part of Africa because their 

skin is white and their ways are essentially European. Bhabha in The Location 

of Culture (1994) sees racism not simply as a 'hangover' from a pre-modern 

episteme but as 'part of the historical traditions of civic and liberal humanism 

that create ideological matrices of national aspiration, together with their 

concepts of "a people" and its imagined community.' (1994, 250) In Prospero & 

Caliban: The Psychology of Colonization {1956}, Mannoni attributes a basic 

inferiority complex to the colonizer. Though his analysis is focused on the 

Malagasy natives of Madagascar who were colonized by Europeans, he argues 

that the inferiority complex constitutes the main driving force of the colonizers 

which sets them apart from all other peoples in the world. The struggle with this 

complex, Mannoni argues, underlies European initiative, independence, 
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creativity and dominance. In her fiction, Gordimer brings into focus this white 

man's desire to believe in the gulf between him and the black man. This 

enables him to view the latter as an ignorant savage in contrast with his 

enlightened, civilising Self. This appears in the attitude of the protagonist's 

white companions on the ship to Africa in A World of Strangers (1958), and the 

arrogance of the white travellers in 'The African Magician' (1965). 

As a white South African writer, Gordimer's detached observation of her 

South African world is symbolic of a colonial vision; to be colonial means living 

in an alien land. Although it is a place of deep cultural differences for the settler, 

his descendants transcend this foreignness and belong to the land as their own. 

For Gordimer, there are two Africas, the country which has always belonged to 

African communities, and the veneer of culture which the white colonial has 

imposed upon it. She belongs to neither in any real sense. This marginality 

enables her to act as an observer; suffering through conditions of social 

inequality in their lives, her characters in 'Is There No Where Else We Can 

Meet?' (1949) and in Occasion fOr Loving (1963) observe that white denial of 

black community is the common root of fear and alienation between them. 
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1.9 Borderland literature and Gordimer's fiction 

In literature, a boundary is a symbol through which nations and localities define 

themselves. Crossing of a border is a 'territorial passage' (Gennep, 1960, 3) 

which alters one's identity from a citizen into a foreigner. Although a boundary is 

relatively a small area, yet it can be a meeting place of every kind of landscape, 

from hill to valley, forest to plain. It is not only a spatial fact with sociological 

effects but also a sociological fact that forms space. It defines at once territorial 

limits and socio-cultural space. Fustel de Coulanges in The Ancient City: A 

study on the Religion, Laws and Institutions of Greece and Rome (1896) 

discusses how certain rituals, beliefs, everyday rites and memory consecrated 

the sacred bounds of ancient cities and fortified cultural, geographical and 

territorial boundaries between them. Such practices were boundary-maintaining 

mechanisms which expressed and sustained the corporate identity of various 

groups in a society. H. Drummond Gauld's Brave Borderland (1935) reveals 

how the history of a country is largely that of its frontiers and of events deriving 

therefrom. South African society is built on extreme margins, the political 

border, the border fence, the cultural boundary, the linguistic barrier and the 

colour barrier. Cultural boundaries have been maintained in South Africa 

through devices like ritual initiations, secret activities, and legal barriers which 

restricted knowledge to group members and shielded white culture from African 

influences. 

The notion of "borderland" provides an opportunity for the quest of 

identity in modern fiction. Mathew Arnold (1822-1888) and T S Eliot (1888

1957), in their respective capacities, were concerned with the sense of self and 
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loss of identity in the modern world. D H Lawrence's (1885-1930) sense of 

identity and sexuality led him to look for the reconstruction of self in the world. 

Samuel Beckett1s (1906-1989) concept of zero identity has shaped the literary 

formation of twentieth century literature. The writings of the black and the white 

writers present the modern literary consciousness of Africa, the former in 

search of an African's image and the latter in search of the white man's 

belonging to Africa. In Bessie Head's A Question of Power (1973), the central 

figure finds herself alienated from her environment, faces a crisis of identity and 

feels neither at home in South Africa nor in Botswana. Her anguish lies in the 

problem that she does not feel properly African. Here, in this case, Bessie Head 

offers a diagnosis, that is, an unwarranted assertion of power produces 

madness but so too does unwarranted subservience to it. Peter Abrahams, a 

Cape Coloured himself, deals with the existence of the Coloured community in 

South African society in The Path of Thunder (1948). As the dominant reality of 

apartheid does not allow any alternative except to claim identity in relation to 

whites, the Coloured characters are driven to a form of madness and death in 

the novel. Nadine Gordimer combined the vision of these writers and created a 

mode of urban realism to explore and comment on the apartheid era in her 

fiction. Where J M Coetzee represents the reality of the body in Life and Times 

of Michael K (1983) and Foe (1987), Mongane Serote's To Every Birth its Blood 

(1981), represents the collective black social body which prepares the ground 

for its own future. Njabulo Ndebele in Fools (1983) combines a sense of the 

township community as a social body. Gordimer's protagonist in July's People 
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(1981) escapes from mental as well as social breakdown by running towards 

the future. 

Gordimer categorically deals with the physical impact of apartheid on 

people in South Africa in A World of Strangers (1958), Occasion for Loving 

(1963) and Burger's Daughter (1979). Physical borders and mental barriers 

generate a restricted social experience and identity, producing anxiety of limits 

in forms of madness and hallucination in characters' lives in these novels. In 

this regard, breaking down of her characters with shame is a process necessary 

to a greater awareness. Madness is seen as a state of great potential, a 

dynamic process leading to change. In psychological terms, there is a very thin 

borderline between sane and insane worlds. The people who happen to visit 

that margin in between the two entities develop a different outlook on 

themselves and on the life around them. Similarly, Gordimer's characters 

undergo a world of borders where they confront the most feared and hated 

aspects of their selves. The experience provides them with another perspective 

on themselves and on their South African world. 

The concept of a "borderland" has achieved a prominent position in 

psycho-analytical presentation of events and characters in fiction such as in 

Doris Lessing's The Grass is Singing (1950). This novel deals with the story of 

a young white woman who has to live through poverty and social hardships and 

who suffers the psychological threats which are part of her white society. It 

becomes increasingly difficult for her to come to terms with the fact that she has 

found herself sexually attracted by the black Moses who is a servant in her 

house. Mary gradually loses the soundness of her mind which ultimately 
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becomes the cause of her death towards the end of the novel. As a white 

person, she is profoundly alienated from the African continent and avoids any 

real contact wit~1 it. In fact, she hates it. She whips Moses, the black house boy 

in the fields, but when he comes inside the house, she is frightened of him. Her 

fear that the bush is creeping in towards her to get her is a kind of a threat of 

the Africans which may do the same as she does to them. Here, sexuality 

becomes a symbolic marker of colonialism because it upholds the boundaries 

to prevent miscegenation from taking place in a white woman's life. Lessing's 

character reveals the intensity of the struggle over the limits in a colonial 

society. The central character in Alan Paton's Cry the Beloved Country (1948) 

live at the margins of two opposite worlds, one real and the other, the world of 

thoughts. The experience leads Paton's character to a fearful vision: soon the 

black people will start hating the white people in South Africa and it would be 

then too late for the latter to become friends with the former. In Gordimer's 

fiction too, this frontier acts as the little house on the prairie or a treasure island 

which represents the characters' insecurities and instabilities. The symbol finds 

its way in different forms, sometimes appearing as a theme and at other times, 

taking control of the text as in A World of Strangers (1958) and in 'The Train 

from Rhodesia' (1949). It may exist in the construction of a plot such as places 

or physical spaces where the main action of the story takes place or it may 

become a trait or a flaw in a character's personality for people who live on the 

edges between two conflicting worlds of action, as in Jessie in Occasion for 

Loving (1963). 
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A number of other writers have taken their characters to the border 

between madness and sanity to achieve a greater awareness about their inner 

selves as well as the world outside. Mongane Serote in To Every Birth Its Blood 

(1981) deals with the madness of the present that is experienced by the central 

character, Tsi Molope. He is caught up in a world of degradation and 

breakdown, with no escape. When the character joins an underground political 

organization, he discovers the unknown present for blacks like him. This new 

realism defines a rational future for him and becomes a point of return to his 

sanity. Similarly, Mtutuzeli Matshoba in Call Me Not a Man (1979) presents a 

glimpse of the experience of the past: 'The wall became symbolic of the wall of 

man-made laws that demarcates the black man from the rest of the mankind 

and makes him the doormat of the races. At that stage, I felt a new strength 

[...J.' (53) The black character keeps on surviving even in the worst of 

circumstances which generates, for him, a spirit of hope that physical and 

mental barriers can be broken and he, as a black, will be a free man one day. 

Olive Schreiner in The Story of an African Farm (1883), and Nadine Gordimer 

almost throughout her fiction have utilized similar kinds of techniques in the 

development of the action in their narratives. The act of meditation which is 

woven into the development of events in The Story of an African Farm leads the 

characters to raise queries about their religious thinking. The active thought

process in Gordimer's The Conservationist (1978) allows Mehring, the main 

character little time to mend his ways. He seems to commit suicide in the end. 

He leaves for Europe and vanishes from the text. These characters rigorously 

oscillate between the world of reality and the world of their thoughts which 
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becomes a study of their inner selves. The theme of "borderland" in Gordimer's 

fiction is, both literarily and metaphorically, a site for construction and 

articulation of identities, a place betwixt and between cultures, a vague and 

undetermined place created by an unnatural boundary or a border fence; 

cultural, political, linguistic and social boundaries between the whites and the 

blacks were maintained in South Africa. Gordimer's "borderland" explores the 

ways in which these boundaries intersect with the individual lives of people in 

South Africa. It is in the actions of her characters living in time and place that 

these forces are embodied, interpreted, contested and negotiated in her fiction. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE LIBERAL PHASE 

This chapter studies Nadine Gordimer's presentation of physical 

"borderland" situations and psychological "borderland" encounters in her 

first three novels The Lying Days (1953), A World of Strangers (1958) 

and Occasion for Loving (1963), and selected early short stories from her 

collections Face to Face (1949), The Soft Voice of the Serpent (1953) 

and Six Feet ofthe Country (1956). 

This early phase of Gordimer's writing has its own significance 

because of her exploration and experimentation with the form and 

subject matter of her fiction. For instance, the theme of apartheid that 

Gordimer presents in her early short stories such as 'Is There Nowhere 

Else Where We Can Meet?', 'Ah, Woe Is Me', 'The Train From 

Rhodesia', and 'Which New Era Would that 8e?' recurs in her early 

novels, The Lying Days, A World of Strangers, and Occasion for Loving. 

In comparison to her short stories where the focus is on the experience 

of the very moment such as in 'The Train From Rhodesia', Gordimer 

presents the effects of apartheid on the characters' lives in A World of 

Strangers and Occasion for Loving. they transform and look for change 

in their South African society. After confronting the most feared and 

hated aspects of the inner self, Gordimer's typical protagonist finds an 

opportunity to achieve a healing unity for the peace of his mind towards 

the end of the novel. If Gordimer presents harsh encounters between the 

characters in brevity in her short stories, the novel allows her more room 

to depict the social climate of apartheid and the related upheavals in 
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South Africa in a succession of intimate glimpses of her South African 

world. 

Short stories are a dominant form of writing in Gordimer's early 

fiction. In the 1950s, the short story has been the most sought after 

literary form as a result of the rise of popular tabloids and literary 

magazines such as Drum, Fighting Talk and New Age. Their emergence 

partly filled the gap created by the dearth of local publishing houses in 

South Africa with strong interests in literature during that period. Also, the 

form of the short story appeared well-suited to social conditions of 

duress; its brevity can contain many of the brief, harsh "borderland" 

encounters of South African life. Although Gordimer did not have the 

same publication constraints that the Drum generation had but still a 

linear pattern of writing appears in her approach to fiction. Similar to 

Alex La Guma, she found a space for direct racial confrontation in the 

form of short stories at first. This is supplemented in the form of novels in 

later years of her writing. 

Gordimer's story 'Is There Nowhere Else Where We Can Meet?' 

from the earliest collection Face to Face (1949) explores the working of a 

"borderland" where things happen that make devastating as well as 

transforming impressions on the main character's mind. The story 

describes a threatening encounter between a white girl and a black man 

in their daily South African life. When the story begins, the white girl is 

treading her way on a path that she knows well: 
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She breathed gently with the air; on the left a strip of veld fire 
curled silently, flameless. Overhead a dove purred. She went on 
over the flat straw grass, following the trees, now on, now off the 
path. Away ahead, over the scribble of twigs, the sloping lines of 
black and platinum grass - all merging, tones but no colour, like 
an etching - was the horizon, the shore at which cloud lapped. 
[ ... ] Damp burnt grass puffed black, faint dust from beneath her 
feet. She could hear herself swallow. (Meet?, 15) 

She notices the presence of 'a figure with something red on its head' at 

the far end of the same path. It is 'a native in a red woollen cap' gazing at 

the direction he has come from. As she approaches him, his appearance 

reveals to her his poverty: 

His one trouser leg was torn off above the knee, and the back of 
the naked leg and half-turned heel showed the peculiarly dead, 
powdery black of cold. [ ... ] The eyes were red [ ... ] strong smell of 
old sweat [ ... ] a filthy rug - part of an old shirt? - without sleeves 
and frayed away into a great gap from underarm to waist. (Meet?, 
15) 

Whilst passing by each other, both of them pretend that they have not 

seen each other but then the white girl realizes that the black man is 

hurriedly approaching her. She turns back and finds him right behind her 

in a position to attack her. She is frightened: 

Every vestige of control, of sense, of thought, went out of her as a 
room plunges into dark at the failure of power and she found 
herself whimpering like an idiot or a child. Animal sounds came 
out of her throat. She gibbered. For a moment it was Fear itself 
that had her by the arms, the legs, the throat; not fear of the man, 
of any single menace he might present, but Fear, absolute and 
abstract. If the earth had opened up in fire at her feet, if a wild 
beast had opened its terrible mouth to receive her, she could not 
have been reduced to less than she was now. (Meet?,16) 

As she observes that his 'one foot, cracked from exposure until it looked 

like broken wood, moved, only to restore balance in the dizziness that 

follows running', he grabs her by the shoulder. The smell of his body 
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'choked her. - It was an old pyjama jacket, not a shirt' - she realizes 

about his dress at a close glance. In the struggle, the white girl drops her 

bag and parcel on the ground. The black l11an gets hold of them before 

she restores her balance. The white girl runs away and reaches the road 

on the other side of the fence that she climbs and behind which she feels 

that she is safe: 'She clawed at the fence - [ ... ] while waves of terror 

swept over her in heat and trembling. [ ... ] she climbed over the fence. 

[ ... ] And she was out. She was out on the road.' The fence in this story is 

symbolic of boundaries and borders which demarcate social and 

economic divisions between the white girl and her black attacker: 

A little way on there were houses, with gardens, postboxes, a child's 
swing. A small dog sat at a gate. She could hear a faint hum, as of life, of 
talk somewhere, or perhaps telephone wires. [ ... ] There was the gate of 
the first house, before her. (Meet?,16-17) 

After this "borderland" encounter, the white girl realizes that she is scared of the 

black man for nothing. He has been in desperate need of food and shelter. 

Here, the path that exists closer to the fence provides a moment of intense 

communication that the white girl and the black man live through at the same 

time, thus revealing to the white girl her low level of understanding of the black 

man's world: 

Why did I fight, she thought suddenly. What did I 
fight for? Why didn't I give him the money and let him go? His red 
eyes, the smell and those cracks in his feet, fissures, erosion. She 
shuddered. (Meet?,17-18) 

Taken over by the experience of fear in the violent attack, the white girl 

becomes aware that she should have responded differently: 
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She turned away from the gate and went down the road slowly, 
like an invalid, beginning to pick the blackjacks from her stockings. 
(Meet?, 17-18) 

The action in this story is developed in a "borderland" setting that makes 

the impact of apartheid visible to the white sensibility. It disturbs the white girl to 

realize, after living through the experience of violence, that though her black 

attacker is a native of South Africa, his presence as a human being has never 

been recognized in her society. The title of the story, 'Is There Nowhere Else 

Where We Can Meet?' poses a question whether it will ever be possible for 

racial groups in South Africa to come to know about each other's life so as to 

understand the real problems of the other's world. 

As a method, the notion of "borderland" clarifies Gordimer's construction 

of the theme of "borderland" in her fiction. It allows room for the interaction of 

physical borders and psychological barriers. In 'Is There Nowhere Else Where 

We Can Meet?, the attack by the black man is the point of meeting, the physical 

"borderland" which brings him in contact with the white girl on the path. At that 

stage, no civilized meeting is possible. Such physical situations and 

psychological encounters in her characters' lives give Gordimer an opportunity 

to focus on those moments and processes that are produced in the articulation 

of social and economic differences in society. 

Van Gennep's model of 'rites of passage' is fruitful to understand the 

development of the plot and mental processes in characterization in Gordimer's 

fiction. According to Gennep, initiation rites are of two types, physical puberty 

leading to physical maturity, and social puberty leading to social maturity thus 

marking the transition from one stage to another. (1960, 10-11) A similar 
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process is at work in the characters' lives in Gordimer's early fiction; they go 

through rites of passage to find a 'sense of place' (Clingman, 1986,44) for 

themselves. For instance, through physical and mental encounters of apartheid 

in their South African lives, the characters become aware of the inevitable 

discrepancy between the liberal attitude of white South Africa and the 

decencies implied in the whites' way of life as in 'Ah, Woe Is Me'. It is another 

story from the same collection Face to Face (1949) in which the central 

character discovers a conflict between her white sensibility (or lack of it) and 

African life. Gordimer describes a "borderland" experience which develops 

through a white mistress's humility towards her black housemaid in the story. 

Sarah, a fat 'light yellow-brown' middle-aged woman works as a housemaid in a 

white family where she is known for her good cooking and polite manners. Her 

frequent utterance of 'Ah, woe is me' amuses the white mistress and her family, 

though it is Sarah's 'comment' on her struggling life: 'You got to live in this world 

the way it is, she said.' The white mistress finds Sarah ambitious in her attempt 

to 'want' her three children, Robert, Janet and Felicia 'to know their place': 

Her Mission School education, with its tactful emphasis on the next world 
rather than this, had not made her dangerous enough or brave enough 
or free enough or even educated enough to think that any place was the 
place for her children; but it had emerged her just sufficiently to make her 
believe that there was a place for them; not a share in the White Man's 
place, but not no place at all, either; a place of their own. She wanted 
them to have it and she wanted them to stay there. (Woe, 24) 

In her attempt to discipline her children for a better place in life, Sarah first 

sends them to school on the Location and then moves them to a boarding 

school in Natal. She shares her pride and satisfaction with the white mistress at 

her children's progress at the boarding school, though they can only visit her 
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once a year because she cannot afford the travel fare to bring them home 

frequently. 

The white mistress finds Sarah's children extremely quiet and introverted 

in their manners. Once she gives Sarah some sweets to be sent to the children 

at the boarding school. In return, she receives a polite letter of thanks from 

Janet but to her surprise, the letter does not reveal 'the slightest hint of any 

pleasure that the gift might have brought.' (Woe, 25) On one other occasion, 

when Sarah's children are at home with their mother for their yearly vacations 

and can stay in the black quarter with the white mistress's permission, the white 

mistress gives a 'water-pistol' to Robert but she never sees him playing with the 

toy. She is unable to understand Robert's attitude who 'took' the toy 'as if it 

were a penance.' (Woe, 26) The white mistress simply cannot entertain the idea 

that Sarah's children cannot afford to be virtuous without the fulfillment of basic 

needs; a little education has given them some manners but it cannot guarantee 

any protection of their self-respect. 

Sarah wants her children to earn respect and honour in life but her 

struggle and her commitment cannot save her and her children from their 

impending fate and misery. She gets sick and has to leave the job at the white 

mistress's house. She moves to the Location and earns her living on the part 

time washing that she can do at home. Her children are shifted back to the 

school at the Location as Sarah can no longer afford to pay for their education 

and lodging at the boarding school. But Sarah doesn't lose heart. She still 

believes that she can educate her children better with her own Mission school 

education. 
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Through her children's visits from time to time, the white mistress comes 

to know about Sarah's deteriorating health and notices the bad condition of the 

children's lives in poverty. Helping Sarah's family with a bit of money and some 

old clothes, and her inquiry to Sarah's children about their progress in school 

always make the white mistress think: 

I always had the curious feeling that they were embarrassed, not by me, 
but for me, as if their faces knew that I could not help asking the same 
questions, because the real state of their lives was unknown and 
un imagined by me, and therefore beyond my questioning. (Woe, 27) 

When she comes to know through another servant at her house that Sarah's 

husband has also lost his job and Robert has started working in a dairy to 

support the family, she sends a message for Sarah to say 'is there anything I 

can do to help?' The messenger comes back with an answer that is delivered in 

an arrogant and restrained tone: 'Her husband has got another job.' To be led 

to feel as if they don't need her help offends the white mistress: 'as if I was 

incapable of understanding anything told me once.' (Woe, 28) 

Next time, when Janet visits the white mistress, she looks poorer and 

much quieter than before. The white mistress has to dig out the information 

from her: Felicia is married, Robert is working and Janet herself has stopped 

going to school because she has to look after her sick mother. She offers Janet 

a cup of tea with bread and gives her some money and old clothes. Janet 

cannot bear the pain of suffering this time and lets her feelings go in public by 

weeping bitterly in front of the white mistress. In return, the white mistress didn't 

know how to react: 'What could I do for her? What could I do? Here ... 1 said, 

here - take this, and gave her my handkerchief.' (Woe, 30) Although the white 

mistress's humility towards Sarah and her family ends here, yet it pricks her 
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conscience to discover the level of the social and economic divide that exists 

between her and Sarah's world and which is huge enough to keep both of them 

at a distance from each other. In this story, Gordimer describes the 'white 

ethics' that had been prevalent in South Africa: 'They tell them [their children] to 

behave decently, to be kind, and honest, and so on [ ... ] it does not extend to 

humanity in general; it does not extend across the colour bar.' (Terkel, 1962, 

29) In her essay, 'Where Do Whites Fit In?' (1959) too, Gordimer reveals a 

disillusionment with liberal strategies of opposing apartheid and for achieving 

black liberation in South Africa. This appears indirectly in her characters' 

attempt to apply a personal standard of values in their relationships across the 

racial spectrum in Gordimer's early fiction. A personal liberal attitude is in 

conflict with the world of apartheid, and the characters' failures confirm the 

liberal failure in South African society. 

In 'Ah, Woe Is Me', Gordimer makes the white mistress aware of her 

moral distance from the real problems in Sarah and her family's life through her 

attempt to keep a goodwill relationship with them. Whereas in the story 'The 

Train From Rhodesia', from the same collection Face to Face (1949), 

Gordimer's central character is appalled to find her husband in full appreciation 

of the African woodcraft without any recognition and respect for the black 

craftsman or the vendor who have made them into 'a beautiful piece of work.' 

(Train, 47) Gordimer focuses upon the hypocrisy in the white class in South 

Africa through this "borderland" experience of the protagonist in the story. The 

action of the story is set in a railway station - a place of departure or arrival, or 

transit for the white woman in this story. For her, the station becomes a stop
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over enabling her to experience the exploitation of African life in the hands of 

her white community. In this "borderland" setting, 'native vendors' come up to 

the train to sell African handicrafts to the white travellers. The white woman 

indicates to her husband her liking for a wooden lion which 'is carved out of soft 

wood.' She finds it too expensive to pay 'three and six' pence for the item and 

lets the bargain go. Whilst moving to her compartment, she contemplates the 

fascination for such handicrafts and amazingly finds a resemblance with her 

married life: 

How will that look at home? Where will you put them? What will they 
mean away from the places you found them? [ ... ] Odd ... somewhere 
there was an idea that he, that living with him, was a part of the holiday, 
the strange places. (Train, 45) 

Outside her compartment, her husband keeps on bargaining with the old vendor 

over the price of the wooden lion. When the train starts moving, the native seller 

agrees to 'one-and-six' pence and is led by the white woman's husband to 

complete the deal by running alongside the train. Instead of getting happiness 

at the possession of the wooden lion, the white woman feels ashamed of her 

husband's act of 'bargaining' for 'fun' with the black vendor: 

Why didn't you buy it in the 'first place? If you wanted it, why didn't you 
pay for it? Why didn't you take it decently, when he offered it I why did 
you have to wait for him to run after the train with it, and give him one
and-six? One-and-six! (Train, 46-7) 

She feels that her husband has done something irresponsible and disrespectful. 

To bargain for few pennies is an embarrassment for the young woman: 

The heat of shame mounted through her legs and body and sounded in 
her ears like the sound of sand pouring. Pouring, pouring. She sat there, 
sick. A weariness, a tastelessness, the discovery of a void made her 
hands slacken their grip, atrophy emptily, as if the hour was not worth 
their grasp. [ ... ]' the physical state of the young woman is in complete 
harmony with her mental condition. (Train, 47) 
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The experience of the purchase has knocked at the door of her conscience but 

she finds herself helpless to do anything about it: 

She sat there not wanting to move or speak, or look at anything even; so 
that the mood should be associated with nothing, no object, word or sight 
that might recur and so recall the feeling again [ ... ]. (Train, 47) 

The story is narrated in a very compact form. The whole action takes place in 

the train's stop-over for a few minutes on a station. The train enters the platform 

from a 'red horizon' suggesting something inevitable is going to happen: 

'Creaking, jerking, jostling, gasping, the train filled the station.' (Train, 43) Both 

at the arrival and departure time, the train 'called out to the sky, I'm coming, I'm 

coming; and again, there was no answer.' Similar to the train on the platform, 

the white woman is not able to find an answer to the pricking of her conscience; 

feelings of shame are 'cast' over her 'like a skin.' (Train, 47) 

From the action and characterization in these stories, it becomes evident 

that Gordimer focuses on that rare experience which makes a lasting impact on 

her characters' lives. In this regard, the theme defined as "borderland" in the 

work of Bhabha is productive to discuss issues related to race consciousness 

and identity between the white and the black South Africa in Gordimer's fiction. 

In Bhabha's terms, her characters 'locate' a culture for themselves in this 

'moment of transit where space and time cross to produce complex figures of 

difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion and 

exclusion' (Bhabha, 1994, 1), as in 'Which New Era Would That Be?' It is a 

story from the collection Six Feet of the Country (1956) in which the action 

develops in a "borderland" situation where the white and the black characters 

meet each other across the usual master-servant relationship that was 
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prevalent in South African society. Their individual efforts towards such 

relationships are hindered by the working of apartheid that keeps on intruding in 

their every day contact with each other. Jake Alexander, a Coloured man, part 

Scottish, part African, owns a printing business in a 'run down' area in 

Johannesburg. His shop which is situated in a 'New Era Building' acts as a 

"borderland" where Jake entertains people across the 'colour bar.' (Era, 71-72) 

He 'had decided long ago that he would take the whole business of the colour 

bar as humorous.' (Era, 76) So he has 'strange friends' such as Alister Halford, 

an Englishman who has been in South Africa for eighteen months as 

correspondent for a newspaper in England. Both Jake and Alister get along with 

each other because when they gain 'nostalgic pleasure' from adventures like 

slipping into 'bars of the shabbier Johannesburg hotels', many times they get 

away with it. This attitude has 'the effect of making their friendship less self-

conscious than is usual between a white man and a Coloured man' in South 

Africa: 

[Alister] had accompanied Jack to a shebeen in a Coloured location, 
where it was illegal for a white man to be, as well as illegal for anyone at 
all to have a drink; twice, Alister had escaped a raid by jumping out of a 
window. (Era, 75) 

When the action of the story begins, Jake and his five friends, Themba, Klaas, 

Albert, Billy and Maxie Ndube are having their drink in 'secret' because 'black 

men've got to drink in secret.' (Era, 80) Except for Billy and Maxie who are 

black men, the rest of Jake's friends are Coloureds. Themba with his 'large 

yellow hands' is a Coloured like Jack but with a different ancestry: 

Themba, a Coloured - a mixture of the bloods of black slaves and white 
masters, blended long ago, in the days when the Cape of Good Hope 
was a port of refreshment for the Dutch East India Company. (Era, 73) 
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Klaas is a 'yellow' skinned man with hair 'like ginger-Coloured wire wool' but he 

shares his roots with Albert: 

Klaas and Albert had in their mixed blood some strain of the Bushman, 
which gave them a batrachian yellowness and toughness, like one of 
those toads that (prehistoric as the Bushman is) are mythically believed 
to have survived into modern times (hardly more fantastically than the 
Bushman himself has survived) by spending centuries shut up in an air 
bubble in a rock. (Era, 73) 

Jennifer Tetzel, a white assistant director of a rehabilitation scheme for 'a 

desolate slum' (Era, 71-72) on the Cape Flats in the bush outside Cape Town, 

accompanies Alister in one of his occasional visits to meet Jack and his party at 

the garage. In her conversation, Jennifer shares her experience of living in the 

Cape Flats with Maxie who, in his capacity as an organizer of African trade 

unions, has also stayed in the same slum for quite a time before moving to 

Johannesburg. Both of them know George Elson, a white lawyer who is 

arrested for his participation in anti-colour-bar movements. Maxie recalls some 

of his experiences of life with George that amuses everybody in the shop 

except Jennifer. Maxie tells that whenever he has accompanied George to visit 

the white officials, George is told that 'your boy can wait outside.' (Era, 74) 

Once tea is served in two different mugs in a white manager's house, one in a 

tin and the other in a china cup. George takes the tin mug for himself. At 

lunchtime, the white manager directs Maxie to have his food alone on the stoep. 

Another incident that Maxie narrates makes everybody laugh. As Maxie doesn't 

have an African accent, a white girl, Peggy fancies his voice on the phone but 

when she sees him, she is embarrassed: her face is 'red' at shaking hands with 

a black. Here, Jennifer makes a comment which surprises Maxie: 'It's hard to 

be punished for not being black. [ ... J Really, I assure you it is.' (Era, 80) 
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Before her departure, Jennifer tells Maxie that although she 

respects his narration of the incidents about colour bar, yet she doesn't 

believe his story about his being served lunch on a stoep in the white 

manager's house. For her, Maxie has invented something 'about' the 

white man. (Era, 81-82) When Jennifer and Alister are gone, Jake kicks 

the chair hard on which Jennifer had been sitting to let out his anger and 

mistrust of her sincerity towards them. Jennifer's very presence in the 

shop has been an irritation for Jake who 'felt suddenly, after all, the old 

gulf opening between himself and Alister.' (Era, 77) 

The story illustrates Gordimer's attitude to a dilemma of the 1950s. The 

Population Registration Act (1950) required racial classification of all South 

Africans. (Suzman, 1960, 354) Jake and his party of five men are educated 

Africans for whom such classification means nothing. They are, however, 

against the progressive attitude of the whites such as Jennifer Tetzel towards 

the blacks like them: 

Jack knew the type well [ ... ] Congress of Democrats and other 
organizations where progressive whites met progressive blacks. 
These were the white women who, Jack knew, persisted in 
regarding themselves as your equal. That was even worse, he 
thought, than the parsons who persisted in regarding you as their 
equal. (Era, 71-72) 

In 1953, the leftwing whites of the United Party dissidents formed the 

Congress of Democrats in sympathy with the ANC. (Schrire, 1992, 224) 

Jake did not approve of these whites who identify themselves with the 

black man's 'feelings.' He believes: 

[The white man cannot understand] the humiliation of the black 
man walking the streets only by the permission of a pass written 
out by a white person, and the guilt and swagger of the Coloured 
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man light-faced enough to slink, fugitive from his own skin, into 
the preserves - the cinemas, bars, libraries - marked 
'EUROPEANS ONLY'. (Era, 71-72) 

Similar to the title 'Is There Nowhere Else Where We Can Meet?', the 

title of this story 'Which New Era Would That Be?' raises a question, as 

posed by Jennifer in the beginning of the story and to which Alister has 

no clear answer: 

[Alister] had known whether the reference was to the discovery of deep
level gold mining that had saved Johannesburg from the ephemeral fate 
of a mining camp in the nineties, or to the optimism after the settlement 
of labour troubles in the twenties, or to the recovery after the world went 
off the gold standard in the thirties - really, one had no idea of the age of 
these buildings in this run-down end of the town. (Era, 70-71) 

However, Jake and his party of black and Coloured friends evidently 

represent a world in which racial categorization is not acceptable to 

educated Africans like themselves. Nor will they agree to the white man's 

participation in the struggle against apartheid in South African society. 

Similar situations and psychological encounters between the white 

and the black characters are the gist of action in Gordinier's other early 

short stories too, but with a difference. If stories like 'Is There Nowhere 

Else Where We Can Meet?' (1949) and 'Which New Era Would That 

Be?" (1956) describe a strong sense of alienation between the white and 

the black worlds, stories like 'The Smell of Death and Flowers' (1956) 

pinpoint the difficulties which times of oppression and resistance create 

in people's lives in South Africa. In stories like 'The Catch' (1953), 

'Amateurs' (1953), 'The Soft Voice of the Serpent' (1953), 'Six Feet of 

the Country' (1956) and 'Happy Event' (1956), Gordimer deals with 

issues related to social identity and marginality through characters' 
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physical and psychological encounters with the reality of their everyday 

South African life such as the existence of n0 8 man's land between the 

white houses and black quarters in 'Happy Event'. Additionally, there are 

stories in which Gordimer reflects upon childhood and youth experiences 

of a young person growing in South Africa such as in 'The Umbiblical 

Cord' (1949), 'A Present for a Good Girl' (1949), 'The Last of the Old 

Fashioned Girls' (1949), 'The Prisoner' (1953), 'The Defeated' (1953), 

'Charmed Lives' (1956), 'Clowns in Clover' (1956) and 'A Bit of a Young 

Life' (1956). Gordimer's early short stories are especially interesting 

because of their diversity in form and content. Also, major social, 

economic and political issues of the country are given a central place in 

her short stories such as in 'Ah, Woe Is Me' and 'Which New Era Would 

That Be?' In fact, the stories which depict social climate and related 

upheavals in South Africa become a microcosm of the course of action 

that Gordimer follows in almost all her novels. 

The plots in The Lying Days, A World of Strangers and Occasion 

for Loving are developed in "borderland" places and situations which 

lead the characters, in terms anticipating Bhabha's formulation, to 'move 

away from the singularities of "class" and "gender''' and create in them 

'an awareness of the subject positions - of race, gender, generation, 

institutional location, geographical locale, sexual orientation - that inhabit 

any claim to identity' in their South African world. In their respective 

capacities, the protagonists, Helen, Toby and Jessie grow out of the 

'exploratory' and 'restless movement' after the visit to the "borderland" 
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world in their South African society. (Bhabha, 1994, 1-2) This handling of 

a theme close to Bhabha's "borderland" in Gordimer's fiction provides, in 

Bhabha's words, a 'terrain for elaborating strategies of self-hood 

singular or communal - that initiate new signs of identity and innovative 

sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining the idea of 

society itself.' This 'third space' allows Gordimer's characters to observe 

and comment on their South African society. 

The action in Gordimer's first novel The Lying Days (1953) 

develops in three parts, the Mine, the Sea and the City, providing 

insights into Helen Shaw's life as a child, a teenager and a young 

woman. It depicts a sensual and intellectual emergence of a young white 

girl into womanhood in a profoundly divided society; Helen finds it difficult 

to preserve her relationship with her parents with whom she spends her 

childhood in a gold mining town near Johannesburg. She forms 

friendships with individuals who represent divisions in South African 

society: Joel Aaron, a young Jew, Mary Seswayo, a black girl whom she 

meets in her student life at the University in Johannesburg, and Paul 

Clark, a white welfare officer with whom she shares a flat in 

Johannesburg before leaving South Africa for Europe. 

During her casual visit to a native compound in her childhood, 

Helen discovers a world which 'was ugly and did not exist in books: 

I have never read a book in which I myselfwas recognizable; in 
which there was a "girl" Anna who did the housework and the 
cooking and called the mother and father Missus and Baas; in 
which the children ate and lived closely with their parents and 
played in the lounge and went to the bioscope. [ ... ] The sedate 
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walk of two genteel infant Tories through an English Park was 
other world enough for me. (LO, 20-21) 

The story in the novel develops in a setting which is South African in its 

essence. Whilst walking along the 'white corrugated tin fences' (LO, 14) 

which separate the white living area from the rest of the mining town, the 

'niggers' (LO, 35) become a focus of Helen's attention: she finds the 

mine boys 'something to laugh at in their blankets and their clay-spiked 

hair' and also 'they spoke and shouted in a language you didn't 

understand and dressed differently in any old thing.' (LO, 14) Helen 

notices that 'the skin of the natives' feet was like bark, the nails like 

thorn.' (LO, 23) But Helen feels 'tingling fascination' for the 'real world' of 

the Location: peeping through the window of a native general store, she 

finds her finger wanting to hold 'the dustiness, the greyness, the 

scavenged collection of tooth and claw and skin and sluggish potion' 

displayed inside the shop. (LO, 23) Helen shows 'a longing of affection 

for the tortoise shell which was to me a creature in itself.' (LO, 22) But 

her absorption in the native world is short-lived. As she makes her way 

towards the Recreation Hall in the white living area, she completely 

forgets about her visit to the compound. She gets mixed up with the 

familiar society of her privileged white world: 'I was quite one of them'. 

(LO, 25) Despite the acquired familiarity with the native world, the child in 

Helen finds herself very much part of the patterns of her white world. 

However, her adulthood 'adventure' (LO, 327) in the Location 

upsets Helen. She sees the magnitude of 'difference' that exists between 

the white and the black standards of living in South Africa: 
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A difference so great that the whole conception of charity must be 
changed. [ ... ] a whole population, the entire black-skinned population on 
whose labour the city rested, forced to live in slums because there was 
nowhere else for them to live, too poor to maintain themselves decently 
because no matter what their energy, their skill, their labour was not 
allowed value above subsistence level. (LO, 239) 

It disturbs Helen to know how people could be distant from each other's 

economic insecurities as well as how much the whites in South Africa are 

sheltered from the reality of the masses. As a child, it 'amused' Helen to 

find her mother communicate with their gardener, Paul 'as if he were a 

friend' (LO, 34) but as she grows up, Helen finds it difficult to accept her 

mother's hypocrisy and moral distance from real problems in a black 

person's life. Helen disapproves of her mother's level of communication 

with Anna, the black housemaid in their house: 

Making use of Anna as a friend and conveniently ignorant yes-woman, 
elevating her to the status of a confidante, and at the same time pushing 
her, along with her whole race, into a categorical slough - of moral, 
spiritual- everything - inferiority. (LO, 124) 

As Anna has 'never known a sufficiency of ideas', she is very 'calculated' in 

'absorbing' the 'personal homespun philosophy' of Helen's mother'; it irritates 

Helen to notice 'that's how my mother likes' to communicate with Anna. (LO, 

123) 

Later, Helen discovers a similar response in her parents' attitude towards 

her friend, Joel. If Helen's mother keeps a pleasant distance from Joel, Helen's 

father treats Joel as someone coming from a different background of life - 'a 

cultured native'; he builds his conversation with Joel always adding phrases like 

'your people' and 'the customs of your people' to make sure that he is an 
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outsider. (LO, 120) This makes Joel conscious of his identity as a Jew. 

Whereas Helen finds it difficult to go out for a dance with him: 

The difference of nationality - between us as it existed in the minds 
and emotions of our parents, mind, not as we conceived it - was a 
conscious taboo. Friendship was all right, it took place in the mind, in the 
interchange of speech and the world; but touch, an embrace between 
you and me - emotional contact reaches back into the family. It's very 
old, very deep, very senseless; and harder than you think to overcome. 
(LO,359-360) 

The taboos of their families hold both Helen and Joel back from building a 

relationship with each other. 

Similarly, in her attempt to stay friends with Mary, Helen wishes her to be 

'less harassed and flattened' (LO, 170) in their contact with each other. But for 

Mary, the experience of racial prejudice in Helen's society is too blunt to ignore: 

You want to give a nice plump person to practicing cannibals and tell 
them that they mustn't eat him because it's like eating themselves. But 
they're used to eating people. They haven't had their ideas of diet 
changed yet, like you have. (LO, 203) 

Helen finds Mary very conscious of her position as a black person amongst the 

white students in the University: 

But no airiness could take from that quiet, serious little figure the 
consciousness of privilege that sent it, alone, down the corridors and 
down the flanking steps and through the gardens out into the street: into 
Johannesburg, to be swept aside with errand boys and cooks and street 
cleaners, still alone. (LO, 132) 

Helen questions the wide distance that exists between her and Mary's life: 

These differences in the everyday living out of our lives - could they end 
there? Or out of them did we love, want and believe. And so could the 
formula of our loving, wanting, believing, be the same? (LO,176) 

It embarrasses Helen to find Mary too humble towards her: 'She was horribly 

grateful. I felt like a bossy missionary presenting a Bible to a little savage who 

has no shoes and chronic hookworm.' (LO,142) In the same way that Anna 
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never disagrees with what Helen's mother says, Mary is very careful not to miss 

'a single word' (LD, 123) from the lectures delivered in the class. Helen 

observes: 

The life of an African - especially of her generation, passed into a sort of 
ghetto vacuum between the tribal life that is forgotten and the white 
man's life that is guessed at - it's the practical narrow life of poverty. All 
the kinds of poverty there are: money, privacy, ideas. (LD,133) 

But once 'the moment of ease' (LD, 203) is achieved between her and Mary, 

Helen sees a different person in her: 'She was not humiliated; in fact I had 

never seen her so confident, so forgetful of herself, of what she inherited in 

disabilities before the fact of me.' (LD, 202) They then speak to each other as 

equals. Helen shares with Mary her disgust over her mother's behaviour for not 

letting Mary come to their house for a week or so: 'We've got a room that isn't 

inside and isn't out. But they were afraid to have you, even there.' (LD, 201) 

Helen finds herself helpless in front of such 'taboos' (LD, 169) which contribute 

to the ending of her friendship with Mary: 

I tried hard with Mary. They try with justice, with declarations of human 
rights, with the self- abnegation of Christ. Love one another - It becomes 
nonsense when you decree it. An absolute, like black and white, that has 
no corresponding reality in the merging, changing outlines of living. (LD, 
229) 

It further upsets Helen to find her white friends in Johannesburg 

conscious of the racial prejudice in their 'slightly uncomfortable, 

impermanent-looking' lives: 'Nothing infuriates your servant more than 

the idea that you've lowered yourself to eat with a non-European.' That is 

why 'whenever John wants to bring Nathoo Ram home for dinner I 

[Jenny Marcus] have to let Hilda go off.' (LD, 162-163) The Welsh and 

Marcus families find Helen's 'acquaintance' with Mary 'damaging' for 
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race relations: 'She will become a teacher and a bourgeois and feel 

herself a little nearer to the whites instead of closer to the blacks.' Helen 

finds this attitude of her own white society hard to digest: 'a sudden 

sense of my own climate blowing upon me.' (LO, 164) It finally makes her 

feel a 'stranger' (LO, 274) in her own world. 

In Helen's character, Gordimer presents the disappointment of 

South Africans who looked for a revolutionary change: in reality, there 

was 'nothing to do, nowhere to go, no hope of change'. (LO, 263) Helen 

finds Paul getting frustrated with the inefficiency of the welfare 

committees to fulfill the basic needs of the blacks. It puts off Sipho, 'the 

man of peace, the disciple of Gandhi' (LO, 329) from coming to the group 

discussions organized by the social welfare community. His murder in 

the riots at Alexandra leaves the black community in a mood of violent 

resistance against the government. Helen waits 'for calamity to come 

down': 

We wanted a quick shock, over and done with, but what we were going 
to get was something much slower, surer, and more terrible: [ ... ] A 
mounting number of weary battles - apartheid in public transport and 
buildings, the ban on mixed marriages, the Suppression of Communism 
bill, the language ordinance separating Afrikaans and English-speaking 
children in schools, the removal of Coloured voters from the common 
electoral roll and the setting aside of the Supreme Court judgment that 
made this act illegal - passionately debated in Parliament with the United 
Party and Labour Party forming the Opposition, inevitably lost to the 
Government before the first protest was spoken. (LO, 255) 

This describes the atmosphere of 1950's when all efforts to resist the 

apartheid policy of the Afrikaner government came to a standstill: 

'Nothing's happened. Of course nothing happened.' (LO, 255) In 1953, 

the Public Safety Act empowered the government to declare stringent 
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states of emergency and authorized severe penalties for protestors, 

virtually eliminating passive resistance as a tactic. (Schrire, 1992, 224) In 

the same year, the United Party dissidents formed the Liberal Party 

which favoured qualified franchise for the blacks in South Africa. But the 

liberals found themselves caught between the growth and success of 

Afrikaner nationalism and the emerging forces of African nationalism. 

Association and identification with African nationalism was increasingly 

made difficult for them through legislation in 1956 by the Afrikaner 

government which proscribed any form of political or intimate social 

liaison between white and the black people in South Africa. Helen 

reflects in The Lying Days: 

Something had been working in me - the slow corrosive guilt, a 
guilt personal and inherited, amorphous as the air and particular 
as the tone of your own voice, which, admitted or denied, is in all 
white South Africans. The Nationalist farmers who kicked and 
beat their convict African labourers had it and it was in me. Like 
an obscure pain we can't confess we clutch to it this counter
irritant, or that. One pretence is kinder than another, that is all. 
With kicks and curses you may keep the guilt at a distance, with a 
show of the tenderness of my own skin, I may clasp it like a hair 
shirt. (LO, 211-212) 

This penetration of political awareness in her personal life makes Helen 

realize the impossibility of standing aside: 'Paul and I had talked about 

the strike. It was something that belonged right in our lives, it wasn't a 

piece we'd read in the papers or a mild interest justifying someone's 

pretensions to liberalism.' (LO, 353) 

This consciousness of marginalization of the liberals like herself 

develops a kind of fear in Helen: 'The fears, like an invasion of strangers, 

which now, never left me.' She is scared of losing her boyfriend Paul. 
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She avoids entering into arguments with him as she wants to 'hold 

together the torn and tearing garment' of her relationship with him. In her 

depressed state of mind, Helen thinks: 'How was it possible, then, that 

the difficulties of this work, affecting him, should throw our relationship 

out of balance? (LO, 296) As a social welfare officer, Paul is involved in 

sorting the blacks' everyday problems in his area. He is offended by the 

Afrikaner government's ban on mixed marriages and restrictions on 

socialization between the white and the black people in South Africa. It 

disturbs Helen to find herself unable to involve herself with Africa and its 

people as Paul does: 

At the mention of a man killed, there came a look into Paul's face that 
made me feel, more than ever, isolated; even that real death, dropping 
on its victim before my eyes, seemed unreal to me because it was not 
my idea of death; even in the midst of a brutal reality, I was not involved, 
I remained lost, attached to the string of a vanished idea. (LO, 328) 

Helen struggles to stay with Paul but it becomes impossible for her to 

avoid 'the loneliness that is a failure to connect.' (LO, 332) 

Experiences of fear and alienation contribute towards Helen's 

decision to break away from her South African life. In her childhood, her 

mother avoids leaving her alone in the house 'because there were native 

boys about.' (LO, 14) But the experience of the black boys during her 

visit to the compound makes Helen discover that they are 'harmless.' 

She questions: 'Was there something to be afraid of?' (LO, 18) Helen 

realizes that it is the fear of their 'mysteriousness' (LO, 14) which has 

kept her away from knowing them. Later in her adult life, Helen 

experiences this kind of fear at her first contact with Mary: 'We were 
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afraid of each other, she of the lion-mask of white mastery that she saw 

superimposed on my face, I of the mouse-mask of black submission with 

which I obscured hers.' (LO, 127) Helen also comes across a forceful 

presence of fear and alienation during her joumey back from the poor 

Location in the town: 

I was afraid. There was nothing to be afraid of in the people, no menace 
in their shouts or their looks: like their shacks, their bodies, they were 
simply stripped of gentleness, of reserve, all their bounds were trampled 
down, and they only moved or cried out in one need or another, like 
beasts. Yet I was afraid. The awfulness of their life filled me with fear. 
(LO, 177) 

Helen leaves South Africa because 'it's a stage most of us get to' where 

people like her long 'to get out to the wide open spaces, I suppose.' (LO, 

367) She lives through a traumatic terrain of apartheid experiences. 

These lead her to 'rethink questions of identity, social agency and 

national affiliation' (Bhabha, 1994, 1) with her South African world. Living 

through physical and psychological barriers in her South African society 

makes Helen aware of apartheid as 'the huge central problem of our 

country in our time': she admits that it is 'something that oppressed me 

not only in my intellect since I had grown old enough to have a concept 

of man's freedom, but in my blood.' (LO, 262) The title of the novel, The 

Lying Days sums up Helen's experiences of growing from childhood into 

adulthood: 

Though leaves are many, the root is one; 
Through all the lying days of my youth 
I swayed my leaves and flowers in the sun; 
Now I may wither into the truth. 
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Gordimer quotes these lines from W.B.Yeats' collection of verses The 

Coming of Wisdom with Time (1910) as the epigraph of the novel. For 

her, they signify the completion of a physical and psychological process 

that leads Helen to grow out of the sham and lies of her youth days. Her 

adolescence years - the transitory time between puberty and adulthood 

- provides a physical space to Helen to understand the working of 

apartheid in her South African life. 

Researchers have approached Gordimer's early novels in a 

number of ways, pointing to diversity in subject and form of her fiction 

such as her presentation of social and ideological history in a self

contrived style. Stephen Clingman (1986) finds The Lying Days 

autobiographical in form and John Cooke (1985) notes that this quality is 

missing in the novels written after The Lying Days. Besides the 

autobiograp~lical aspect, Gordimer records the South African history of 

her times in her fiction. Clingman's analysis that 'a related feature of 

white consciousness explored by the novel [The Lying Days] is its 

cultural alienation from its local environment' (1986, 31), can be 

extended to other early texts such as A World of Strangers and Occasion 

for Loving. 

After describing an insider's view of the South African world in The 

Lying Days, Gordimer presents an outsider's approach to South Africa in 

her second novel, A World of Strangers (1958). The action in the novel 

begins with the visit of South Africa by Toby Hood, the English agent of a 

publishing company based in England. As a young man, he is 'tired' of 
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'the atmosphere' of ideological flux' in his British life in which he has 

passed the period of his adolescence: 

I did often find that my interest in the sudden acceleration of the 
problems of human relationships now that man-ordained barriers of race, 
creed, class and colour were breaking up, was as great as that of my 
mother and Faunce and their set. (Strangers, 30-32) 

So without a desire to become 'a voyeur of the world's ills and social 

perversions' (Strangers, 33), Toby discovers Africa and its people on Mombasa 

seaport: 

Heavy, mild and brutish faces, on which emotions settles 
momentarily, from the outside, like a fly on the face of an ox, and 
is flicked away, by an involuntarily twitch that is nothing more 
conscious than the reaction of a muscle. (Strangers, 7) 

Although Toby is conscious of his own adventurous attitude as 'Sinbad the 

Sailor' (Strangers, 18) on his way to South Africa, yet he is irritated by the 

appalling distance of his white companions on the ship as well as their 

approach to 'explore' Africa 'as we go.' (Strangers, 8) He shows his dislike for 

their high English voices and upper middle class manners. He finds it difficult to 

digest one of the white passengers' 'amused bewilderment' at the passive-

looking African waiter on the ship: 'Pangas and burnings - And look at that. 

Wouldn't want to harm a fly. ' (Strangers,17) Amongst other white passengers, 

there are Mrs.Turgell and her daughter, Rina who are interested only in 

exploring the natural beauty of the Mombasa land and show their fascination for 

the gemstones and the elephant tusks they find in the shops on the port. Toby 

is appalled by Mrs. Turgell's attitude towards life in Africa. She says: 

You must have an active and not a contemplative nature, to take Africa. 
My husband adores it. He rushes about the farm, completely absorbed 
from morning till night. The people are quite terrible. I shall never forget 
them. Their awful dinner parties. Awful food. Same people, same food, 
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year after year, simply at this one's house this week, someone else's 
house the next. Nothing to talk of but crops, female complaints, servants. 
Ugly, ugly. Nothing but ugliness. (Strangers, 15) 

Mrs.Turgell cannot face the reality of her married life on a farm in Zimbabwe, 

then Rhodesia. She finds an escape in spending most of her time in Europe. 

For her, 'warmth and beauty and physical happiness' (Strangers, 4) lie in Italy. 

She looks forward to going back to Europe in a few weeks' time. Toby finds it 

strange that Mrs.Turgell always needs a 'sedative' (Strangers, 16) as she gets 

nearer to her short stay in Africa. In fact, Toby feels sick at this 'spoilt' attitude of 

hers towards her African life: 'Husband, marriage, reality took the discreet 

disguise of "Africa". Poor devil of a husband, working his farm to foot the bill at 

the Pensione BandolinL' (Strangers, 24·25) 

Toby feels embarrassed at the arrogance and detachment of his white 

companions on the ship: 'Were these the sort of people Africa gets? Christ, 

poor continent!' (Strangers, 25) In comparison, he feels a powerful sense of 

place; the blacks become a focus of his attention. He perceives the natives in 

animal imagery. In the teashop, Toby cannot stay away from looking at an 

African waiter for his 'sweaty monkey·face' which has 'innocent ancientness.' 

(Strangers, 17) Despite the fact that Toby projects himself as a man with no 

'colour prejudice' (Strangers, 204), still he finds himself noticing a difference in 

his contact with black people later in Johannesburg: 'Those other faces, dark 

faces, other hands, dark hands, emerging from the same old coat sleeves, 

made a difference.' (Strangers, 79) He is struck by the educated, Steven 

Sitole's 'sauntering' conversation with him: 'It was the first word a black man 

spoke to me that wasn't between master and servant.' (Strangers, 80) At the 
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same time, Toby finds Steven's appearance as 'pleasant, light colour of 

polished wood and his hair was like wool embroidery.' This describes a sense 

of mystery about the black world in Toby's mind, though in England, he has 

known a few Africans who belong to the 'gargoyle class.' (Strangers, 80) 

The main action in A World of Strangers is set in Johannesburg 

where Anna Louw, an Afrikaner lawyer and activist, introduces Toby to a 

world in which people get together and make friendships across the 

racial divide. Such gatherings help Toby to overcome his feelings of 

strangeness about the black world. His visit to a party of mixed races 

makes him see how much colour and social barriers count for keeping 

both the white and the black people far away from knowing each other. 

Toby discovers: 

There are too many landscape painters here. They don't know 
how to deal with man, so they leave him out. Or if they do put him 
in, they use only the picturesque aspect - they treat a face or a 
figure as if it were a tree. (Strangers, 81) 

In his very first visit to a party of mixed races, Toby is moved by 'the 

ordinary pattern' of the people gathered and symbolises it as 

'remarkable' in its 'composition like an 'Oriental rug': 'the scrolls and 

flowers that you expected to see were also found to be people, animals, 

jokes and legends; things that, in real life, are not found together, cheek 

by jowl in the space of one experience.' (Strangers, 79) The 'voluntary 

context' (Strangers, 80) of such meetings provides Toby with an 

opportunity to make acquaintances amongst blacks like Steven who has 

returned from England, and, Sam, a struggling musician. He goes to 
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shebeens with Steven and gets happiness from their private adventures 

in each other's world. 

In his friendship with Steven, Toby notices a certain kind of 

arrogance in Steven's personality that he has acquired through the 

experience of his stay in England for some time. It infuriates Steven to 

see Sam composing his musical work 'in collaboration with a white man': 

It was also more of a white man's idea of what a black man would 
write, and a black man's idea of what a white man would expect 
him to write, than the fusion of a black man's and a white man's 
world of imagination. (Strangers, 201) 

Sam is calculated in absorbing the ideas of the white man. He is 

conscious of his ability to make his place in the white man's world 

whereas Steven wishes him to produce his original work without being 

flattened by the contact with the white world. It disturbs Steven to find 

Sam thanking the 'whites' for giving him a 'chance to work' with them. 

(Strangers, 202) He calls Sam a 'fool': 'All they want to do is pick his 

brains and pinch his music.' (Strangers, 204) Steven has a deep mistrust 

for the white community in South Africa. At the same time, he gives an 

impression to his friends that he is 'a white man in a black man's skin' or 

as if he 'cared damn all for the African people.' (Strangers, 153) But Toby 

can relate to what Steven is all about: 'We did not understand each 

other; we wanted the same thing.' (Strangers, 96) Both Toby and Steven 

prefer to stay away from the politics of South African life, yet their lack of 

commitment towards the struggle against apartheid cannot guarantee 

their freedom of 'private life.' (Strangers, 185) 
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During his stay in Johannesburg, Toby visits his mother's friend, 

Marion Alexander who lives in the 'High House' (Strangers, 45), and his 

black friends in the townships. He finds the line of demarcation that 

exists between the lavish white life and the poor blacks: 

While I had kept going, simply carried along, I had not consciously been 
aware of the enormous strain of such a way of life, where one set of 
loyalties and interests made claims in direct conflict with another set, 
equally strong; where not only did I have to keep my friends physically 
apart, but could not even speak to one group about the others. 
(Strangers, 246) 

It disturbs him to find a peculiar kind of distance from the black people in 

everyday life of the High House: their conversation 'hardly seemed to be 

concerned with the same country or spoken by people in the same 

situation as the talk I heard in Sophiatown or in houses where black and 

white people met.' (Strangers, 198) At the same time, it becomes difficult 

for him to stay unmoved by the experience of his visit to the Location 

where Sam lives. Despite the 'difference between what was well-paid for 

blacks and what was well-paid for whites', Sam struggles to maintain a 

high standard of life for his family. But his attempt to live 'an ordinary way 

of living' becomes a 'showplace' for other blacks on the Location. 

(Strangers, 125) There comes a time when Sam has to sell his much-

loved Morris car to meet the family financial requirements. He reveals: 

'Toby, man, the black skin's not the thing. If you know anybody who 

wants to know what it's like to be a black man, this is it. No matter how 

much you manage to do for yourself, it's not enough.' (Strangers, 243

245) There is less opportunity to live a life of one's own choice in South 

Africa because 'the pressure is too strong.' (Strangers, 116) However, 
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'across the breach of the town between white man and black' life 

(Strangers, 240), Toby finds it difficult to put up with the worry that Cecil 

Rowe, a white acquaintance, has about having 'not enough money to live 

decently' in South Africa: 'She began to talk of what she would do if she 

had money, if she didn't have the child, if she lived in Europe.' 

(Strangers, 191) Cecil finally marries a wealthy man, Guy Patterson 'in 

her greed and fear of life.' (Strangers, 249) Toby cannot do much about 

Cecil's racial prejudice about communicating with a black person as an 

equal: 'You mean you can actually sit down to dinner with them and it 

doesn't seem any different to you?' Cecil shudders at the thought of 

'touching' a black skin: 'Her hand came out in the imaginary experiment 

and hesitated, wavered back.' (Strangers, 250-251) She feels very 

strange at Toby's socializing with the blacks. Earlier, Cecil is unable to 

understand the senselessness of a communal black cleaner, William, 

who celebrates Christmas by smoking 'dagga' [marijuana] in an ample 

quantity: 'What other country is there where you'd have a thing like that 

on your doorstep? What a Christmas for anybody! Nothing but a beast! 

How can you live with savages around you!' (Strangers, 191) Toby is 

embarrassed at Cecil's distant attitude towards the suffering man. She 

offers coffee to William who is unconscious so as to make him come out 

of his misery. Toby finds himself listening to William's grunts along with 

Cecil in 'a kind of shameful fascination.' William's 'bestial and wretchedly 

human' sound, as if 'a monstrous serenade from some medieval hell' 

generates fear in Toby: 
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It was all the cries we do not cry, all the howls we do not howl, all 
the bloody furies in our hearts that are never, must never be, let 
loose. Even I was afraid, hearing it: not of the man, but of a stir of 
recognition in myself. (Strangers, 190) 

This experience of fear of the black life that white people like Cecil live 

with in their South African life, leads Toby to understand the resulting 

sense of alienation that exists across the colour divide. When Toby is 

lost for some time during a hunting expedition, he comes across a strong 

consciousness of the colour bar in the attitude of a black servant who 

accompanies him in the bush: 

He did not look at me or at anything; his isolation came to me 
silently; I was aware of it then, but it must have existed all the 
time, while we ate and we drank and we sang and we cursed, in 
our camp. I offered him a cigarette but he would not take it from 
the packet and he cupped his hands and I had to drop the 
cigarette into them. Loneliness gathered with the chill, a miasma 
of the ancient continent; he and I were in hand's reach of each 
other, like people standing close, and unaware of it, in a fog. 
(Strangers, 232) 

Despite Toby's attempt to chat with him, the African servant prefers to keep 

silent in his company, keeping himself at a distance from the white man. 

Through this oscillation between the rich white society and the poor black world, 

Toby discovers a void that exists between both the worlds: 'I passed from one 

world to another - but neither was real to me. For in each, what sign was there 

that the other existed?' (Strangers, 186) 

A strong sense of alienation towards the white society at the High House 

overcomes Toby: 'I had not been to the Alexanders' for weeks. I couldn't go 

there anymore, that was all.' (Strangers, 246) Toby is hurt by the fact that the 

'taboos' of this white society have no room for relationships with the blacks like 
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Steven and Sam. He wonders what to write in letters to his family and friends in 

England about the state of his life in South Africa: 

Could I tell them how pleasant it was to be lulled and indulged at the 
High House? Could I explain the freedom I felt where I had no legal right 
to be, in that place of segregation,a location? I suppose that to have a 
"life out there", a real life in Johannesburg, you'd have to belong in one 
or the other, for keeps. (Strangers,193) 

The divide between the white and the black nationalisms seems 

irreconcilable to Toby when he notices that the idea of 'calling for unity 

between English- and Afrikaans-speaking whites instead of a divided 

people' is acceptable in the High House white gentry and that 'the 

squabbling of the two white peoples was simply picayune; dwarfed by 

the towering bout between black and white.' (Strangers, 199) A 

disruption in his contact with rich white class at the High House and a 

discontinuity in his friendships with Anna, Steven, and Sam makes Toby 

realize 'the awful triumphant separateness' of apartheid in South Africa: 

'You couldn't really reconcile one with the other, the way people were, 

the way laws were, and make a whole.' (Strangers, 193) Under 

apartheid, both the white and the black people needed a 'permit' 

(Strangers, 184) to visit each other's worlds. Toby gets upset by the 

white caretaker's objection at entertaining 'kaffirs' in his rented flat 

'unless they're in the capacity of servants.' (Strangers, 206) The racial 

prejudice of the white caretaker is too blunt to ignore for Peter, one of the 

black men present inside Toby's flat. Opposite to Peter's reaction, 

Steven is remote in his response to this insult: 'His voice was 

passionless and removed; I heard it like the voice of someone not 
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present, a voice in one's brain.' (Strangers, 205 -206) Toby becomes 

very sad after this direct encounter with apartheid and realises that 

'private livers', like Steven and himself, become hunted people': 'You 

must protest, defy, non-cooperate. And all these things you must do; you 

can't leave it all in the infinitely more capable hands of the public livers.' 

(Strangers, 115) Steven's death in a car accident 'provided a check, a 

pause' to Toby 'when the strain of the kind of life I had been living for 

months broke in upon me.' (Strangers, 240) His death makes him 

conscious of the fact that 'he was in the bond of his skin, and I was free; 

the world was open to me and closed to him; how could I recognise my 

situation in his?' (Strangers, 246) The title of the novel, A World of 

Strangers sums up Toby's physical and psychological experiences of the 

South African world: although both white and black people live together 

in South Africa, yet they are strangers in each other's world: 'What I had 

known of Steven, a stranger, living and dying a life I could at best only 

observe; my brother.' (Strangers, 240) 

OSCillating between the white and the black South African society 

followed by the failure of personal relationships across the racial divide 

reveals to Toby the necessity of a commitment towards the struggle 

against apartheid. Sam, however, is not sure of Toby's decision: 'Who 

knows with you people, Toby, man? May be you won't come back at all. 

Something will keep you away. Something will prevent you, and we 

won't.' But Toby is at 'peace' with himself at the time of his departure 

from South Africa: The two pieces of newspaper rested in my wallet in 
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polarity', one is about Anna being arrested for a treason charge and the 

other clip is about Cecil being married to a wealthy man. (Strangers, 254) 

This keeping of two different clips of information beside each other in 

Toby's wallet suggests that individual Afrikaners like Anna are the 

committed reformers and the English-speaking whites cared only for 

wealth and fashion in their South African lives. The epigraph of the novel 

forecasts the rise of a revolutionary spirit in people's attitudes who were 

against apartheid: 

I want the strong air of the most profound night 

to remove flowers and letters from the arch where you sleep, 

and a black boy to announce to the gold-minded whites 

the arrival of the reign of the ear of corn. (Federico Garcia Lorca) 


The action in A World of Strangers develops through Toby's friendships and 

relationships across the racial divide. The meetings between the white and the 

black characters in mixed gatherings or parties are the spaces which act like a 

bridge to cross over and socialize beyond the racial divide that existed in their 

South African society. A World of Strangers is thus a 'frontier' (Clingman, 1986, 

71) text suggesting a strong pull towards transition from one state of life to 

another. Gordimer presents this moment of transition for the liberal world 

th rough the working of physical "borderland" situations together with 

psychological "borderland" encounters. Toby is physically led to frontier places 

or "borderland" situations in which he finds a world of friendships other than the 

master-servant relationship between the white and the black people in South 

Africa. He breaks down with shame and embarrassment at noticing the 

indignities which the blacks suffer: Toby discovers hypocrisy in the white class 
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and a huge social and economic void through his oscillation between the rich 

w~lite class and poor black South Africa. 

Similar to Toby's visit to South Africa in A World of Strangers, the action 

in Gordimer's third novel Occasion for Loving (1963) is set in a framework of an 

English couple, Ann Davis and Boaz Davis' adventurous visit to South Africa. 

As guests of an English-speaking South African couple, Jessie Stilwell and Tom 

Stilwell, they come to make acquaintance with Gideon Shibalo, a black painter 

and a friend of the family. Ann and Gideon fall in love with each other and 

towards the end of the novel, Ann decides to leave South Africa after deserting 

Gideon for good. As when one throws a stone in a pool of water, it splashes 

and creates disturbance in the water, similarly, this visit of Ann and Boaz and 

then their abrupt departure from South Africa give Jessie a window on to the 

strange attitudes of her white community towards the blacks in South Africa. 

In Occasion for Loving, Gordimer projected a tingling fascination for the 

real South African world. Through meditations over the landscape, she attempts 

to look at the position of whites in South Africa, the strangeness of their being 

there. She brings into question the entire values of the white colonial minority 

settled in South Africa. Her protagonist, Jessie, draws moral strength from the 

landscape that exists around her. She gains a kind of relief in the company of 

her garden plants; she feels 'a wordless empathy' with them. (Loving, 9) She 

doesn't fancy the shabby wallpaper in her sitting room: 'We don't see why we 

should ape Europe ... ' (Loving, 13) For her, decorating walls with paper is a 

European tradition which looks out of place in South African life. On her holiday 

in Natal, the seaside landscape reminds Jessie that this place has once been 
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'Shaka's country' but now various races from different origins have become the 

occupiers of the land. (Loving, 189) In nearly all her early narratives, Gordimer 

has questioned the entire system of values of the white minority in South Africa 

and described a conflict between white sensibility and African culture. This 

'historical consciousness' (Clingman, 1986,43) of white South Africa runs side 

by side with personal exploration of characters' lives in Occasion for Loving. 

Accompanying Ann and Boaz to an African dance programme, Jessie 

finds the appearance of black dancers wild, dancing in front of the white crowd 

who are amused by their strange display of themselves: 

With bits of Coloured rag tied to old bathing-trunks, lemonade bottle-tops 
making do for anklets around the legs [ ... ] and, in their hands, cow-skin 
shields and wooden assegais, the black men went through the savage 
motion of warring. They jumped and yelled and shuffled ominously; they 
found, in their breasts and throats, as the dance took up, that dreadful 
sighing grunt that belongs to the ecstasy of death dealt out. (Loving, 36) 

Jessie suddenly becomes aware of her childhood sensibility of the black life: 

'You know, the mine boys were not human to me. - Like a cage full of coloured 

parrots, screeching at the zoo. I watched them dancing and I walked home and 

forgot about them.' (Loving, 35) Jessie finds herself comparing the blacks to 

animals. This childhood recollection of the wild native world makes Jessie 

recognize a persistent race consciousness between the white and the black 

people in South Africa. As an adult, she again finds herself watching the 'terrible 

fetish-faces of medicine men's masks' and the 'ugly faces of all clowns' in the 

African dance programme. (Loving, 36) She notices their voices 'like the 

trumpeting of an elephant or the panting that follows the lion's roar.' This 

impression of the black performers in her mind brings an 'unspeakable sadness' 

to her: 'Her consciousness of self was lost, as it sometimes was when she was 
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surrounded by the common mystery of human faces.' The performance of the 

black dancers 'mummed an ugly splendid savagery, a broken ethos, well lost' 

which brings 'heavy, cold tears' to Jessie's eyes. (Loving, 37) Later, Ann comes 

across a resembling experience in her sexual contact with Gideon. 

(She is troubled by] the dark positiveness of his skin, the mattness of it, 
the variations like markings shading one part of his body in difference 
from another - some nerve in her had become alive to it. She dwelt on it 
in secret as soon as she touched him. (Loving, 181) 

In retum, Gideon is no less confused than Ann: 'He lost himself, his confusion in 

the confusion of her face.' (Loving, 181) However, such strong experience of 

colour consciousness makes Jessie cry during the African dance programme. 

She knows that 'they were not tears of sentiments. They came from horror and 

hollowness' : 

Now and then the parody of the white man's voice, yelling an order in the 
jargon of the mines, sent a murmur of delighted recognition through the 
white audience, who did not know in what light they were being 
represented, but were glad to be mentioned anyway. (Loving, 36-37) 

Jessie is deeply affected by this detached fascination of the white crowd's 

response to the African dance show. Ann is interested in knowing 'savage rites, 

secret ceremonies' whilst Boaz is occupied with the worry that the ancient 

musical instruments which are used in the show are not preserved by the black 

artists as they should be. (Loving, 39) Jessie is appalled by Ann and Boaz's 

distance from the black performers who, in turn, also keep up a reserved 

manner: 'Ann was taking photographs of the warriors with feather-duster tails. 

They lined up for the photographers like children in class. "Come on!" she 

wheedled. "Let's have some life." But they only stood more stiffly to attention.' 

(Loving, 38) To justify this lack of understanding and distance which exist 
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between the white and the black people, Tom, the lecturer in history, earlier 

makes a comment: 'They did not yet know each other well enough to talk all at 

once.' (Loving, 15) Tom 'hoped to write a history of the African sub-continent 

that would present the Africans as peoples invaded by the white West, rather 

than as another kind of fauna dealt with by the white man in his exploration of 

the world.' (Loving, 14) Jessie observes Ann's excitement at 'being among good 

natured strangers.' (Loving, 31) Ann meets them in public places like 'Lucky 

Star' or 'Tommie's' where 'Coloured and white people mixed.' (Loving, 100) 

She makes acquaintances with the blacks with a sense of adventure towards 

the native life: 'The surge of feeling against the barriers of colour was the ethos 

of the decade in which she had grown up; her participation in it was a substitute 

for patriotism rather than a revolt.' (Loving, 89) However, Ann shows no 

commitment in her socialization with the blacks whom she helps in arranging an 

art exhibition; nor does she stay faithful in her love affair with Gideon Shibalo. 

This makes Jessie very critical of Ann's casual attitude towards real African life: 

A fat lot she cares about people like that. In a whole year, has she ever 
really said anything, except "It was marvellous fun" or "Let's do this" or 
"So-and-so's got a marvellous idea, we are going to ... " (Loving, 205) 

Ann is fascinated by her physical relationship with Gideon despite the fact that 

'making love to Shibalo was breaking the law.' (Loving, 153) But her 

adventurous love affair with Gideon crumbles after the experience of her 

running away with him. Despite her intimate relationship with Gideon, Ann feels 

strange and alienated during the journey to his native land. Ann tells Jessie: 

'When the man in the garage looked at Gid, and I stood next to him seeing Gid 

at the same time, it wasn't the same person we saw ... " (Loving, 270) For the 
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white owner of the garage, Gideon was 'madam's boy.' (Loving, 225) The 

simplest mechanics of daily South African life part them during their attempt to 

live together as lovers. In the tea houses where they break their journey to get 

food and some rest on their way to Lesotho, then named Basutoland, and in 

their short stay in an African village, they encounter the barrier that restricts 

them from meeting as equals. During her stay with Gideon in the traditional 

African village, Ann finds the teacher who provides them with lodging 

embarrassed for not having the type of food which Ann might have fancied as a 

white person. Ann finds him very much conscious of the laws which restrict the 

whites and the blacks from any kind of social and public meetings in South 

Africa. The fear of persecution finally drives the teacher to ask Gideon and Ann 

to leave the village. Instead of following their planned joumey to Lesotho, this 

experience of poverty and fear in the South African world leads Ann to take 

refuge with Gideon in Jessie's holiday resort at Natal. Even there, Ann and 

Gideon cannot be allowed to be seen together as lovers because it will upset 

the 'peace of mind' of the black servant, Jason, to see a white woman sleeping 

with a black man. (Loving, 205) Also, Jessie is conscious of the white residents 

of the holiday resort who have been objecting to the blacks' presence on the 

beach; she finds them suggesting that some part of the beach should be 

allotted to them. On returning from her holiday, Jessie receives a letter from the 

agent of her holiday resort, complaining that her daughters were seen playing 

with Gideon on the beach. Jessie questions the agent's account of the 

complaint that is made by 'certain local residents': 'Why is one always having to 
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be so ashamed for these people - why do they have to spit on everything.' 

(Loving, 285) 

Besides experiencing a sense of alienation, fear is one other 

significant factor that contributes towards Jessie's understanding of 

apartheid in her South African life. She is disturbed by the experience of 

her visit to the township where Gideon lives. Jessie observes: 

When they were children they were cold and hungry, and when they 
were old they were cold and hungry again; and in between was a brief, 
violent clutch at things out of reach, or the sad brute's life of 
obliviousness to them. That was the reality of the day, for the time being. 
(Loving, 270) 

Jessie is frightened 'at the idea of being allied to this life': 'She fought it, denying 

its validity, but fear doesn't lie down at the bidding, like a dog.' Jessie wants to 

share with Ann her experience of the huge difference between the white and 

the black standards of lives which cannot be avoided, 'not even for love, that is 

supposed to cast it out.' (Loving, 270) Ann's going back to Europe with Boaz 

instead of carrying on her journey to Johannesburg with Gideon strengthens 

Jessie's belief that Ann has wanted Gideon drowned during one of his last 

lonely ventures on the beach. It hurts Jessie to find Ann having an adventurous 

love affair with Gideon without loyalty and commitment towards him. Tom's 

justification for Ann's attitude towards Gideon is, 'but what could the bloody 

woman do, if she didn't want him or couldn't face wanting him.' This upsets 

Jessie, but to no purpose: 'She didn't have to stick to him to harm him; it was 

done already.' (Loving, 279) Jessie realizes bitterly that Ann abandons Gideon 

because 'she did not love him across the colour bar.' (Loving, 268) Boaz also 

cannot tolerate Gideon 'like any other man' because 'Gideon isn't a man, won't 
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be, can't be, until he's free: (Loving, 271) During Ann's stay with Gideon in the 

native life, Boaz is worried only about Ann who might get picked up by the 

police and end up in jail with Gideon. After meeting Gideon for the first time, 

Boaz reveals his inhibition towards the man by calling him 'black bastard - All 

that filthy cock, man': 

The way he repeats a phrase or a sentence as if he gets some meaning 
out of it no one else does. That sort of withdrawal... You know what I 
mean - he makes you wait for him to return before you can go on with 
what you're trying to say. (Loving, 167) 

Boaz ends up taking advantage of 'Gideon's skin' by refusing to treat him like 

any other man. And the pity is that 'Gideon knows it', Jessie observes. (Loving, 

271-272) Just as Jessie's shaking hands with Jason at the end of her holiday 

leaves the poor servant confused for a while, Ann and Boaz's good will 

treatment of Gideon takes him nowhere but to a secluded life away from the 

white world. It is painful for Jessie to see Gideon drunk with the impression after 

his 'experience of the disastrous love affair' with Ann that every white woman is 

a 'bitch.' Jessie loses Gideon's company as a family friend, thus revealing the 

'failure' of 'personal relations against the distortion of laws and society' in which 

people live in South Africa: 

They continued to meet in a friendly fashion, sometimes in the Lucky 
star, occasionally at the houses of friends, but the sense of his place in 
the Stilwells' life and theirs in his that she felt that night never came 
again. So long as Gideon did not remember, Jessie could not forget. 
(Loving, 288) 

This attitude leads to the creation of a wall, a barrier that separates Jessie and 

Gideon in their relationships with each other. 

The resulting break in communication between the white and the black 

characters is a recurring theme in Gordimer's early fiction. From the beginning 
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in Occasion for Loving, Jessie is conscious of the capacity of apartheid to break 

and pull people apart from each other. That is why, when Boaz talks to her 

about his ambition to work freely in Africa, Jessie questions him to clarify 

whether he wishes to work with the Africans 'without hurting them' or 'without 

being hurt by them' or 'without responsibility.' (Loving, 12) Jessie knows that the 

fascination of the white community with the African world is short-lived: 

'Ah, Tom, don't ask me to postulate it. We don't see black and white and 
so we all think we behave as decently to one colour face as another. But 
how can that ever be, so long as there's the possibility that you can 
escape back into your filthy damn whiteness? How do you know you'll 
always play fair?' (Loving, 271-272) 

Boaz who seems to be dedicated to the recovery of ancient African musical 

instruments and Ann who claims to be passionately in love with Gideon leave 

South Africa without saying goodbye to Gideon. Jessie is embarrassed at such 

arrogant attitudes of her white community towards Africa and its people. In the 

same context, earlier, it is difficult for her to come to terms with her father, 

Bruno Frecht's 'theatrical behaviour' towards the native life. Despite living all his 

life amongst the blacks, Bruno is 'markedly a stranger in South Africa; his thirty 

or forty years as a chemist on the South African mines were brushed away and 

his foreign identity - a Swiss German, a man of Europe - reasserted itself.' 

(Loving, 76-77) Jessie knows that Ann can abruptly depart from the African 

world because 'she is white, she could go, and of course she went.' (Loving, 

279) Jessie sadly admits that the break in relationships occurs across the racial 

divide because 'none of us knows how much getting free of the colour bar 

means to us - none of us.' (Loving, 253) Gordimer quotes Albert Camus' words 

in the beginning of the novel: 
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[ ... ] servitude, falsehood and terror ... these three atnictions are the 
causes of silence between men, obscure them from one another and 
prevent them from rediscovering themselves in the only value which can 
save them from nihilism - the long complicity between men at grips with 
their destiny. 

Alongside, Gordimer also quotes Thomas Mann's words: 'In our 

time, the destiny of man presents its meaning in political terms.' Jessie is 

aware of this fact in her South African life because her privacy gets 

invaded every time she attempts to stay away from what happens 

around her. (Loving, 12) The title of the novel, Occasion for Loving 

reflects how Gordimer's characters find and then miss the opportunity of 

coming closer to each other; they are socially marginalized in their 

contact with the world they live in. In the same way that Helen in The 

Lying Days goes away 'from Joel, Mary and Paul, and Toby in A World of 

Strangers loses contact with Anna and Steven, Jessie's friendship with 

Gideon breaks down in Occasion for Loving. The more apartheid put 

barriers in these characters' relationships across the racial spectrum, the 

more they felt a need to make connections with each other. Paralysis of 

conversation steps in, driving powertully the need for self-expression in 

these characters. Helen longs for 'wide open spaces' (LO, 367) though 

Toby finds one: 'The only way to do that was to do what Anna Louw had 

done - make for the 'frontier between the two, that hard and lonely place 

as yet sparsely populated.' (Strangers, 193) However, failure across the 

racial divide leads Jessie to see the futility of any such attempt: 'so long 

as the law remained unchanged, nothing can bring integrity to personal 
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relationships.' (Loving, 279) This interweaving of history into fiction is 

presented through circumstances and situations which in tum, provide a 

space to Gordimer's protagonists for living through a life which could be 

non-racial in its character. But soon they realize that 'all this that was real 

and rooted in life was a void before the clumsy words that reduced the 

delicacy and towering complexity of living to a race theory.' (Loving, 216) 

By the early 1960s, Gordimer had exhausted humanism as a discourse. 

Similar to Gennep's 'rites of passage', a process of transition is explored in The 

Lying Days, followed by liberal humanism in A World of Strangers, and leading 

towards the failure of socialized humanism in Occasion for Loving. Both The 

Lying Days and A World of Strangers explore characters' lack of social 

commitment to the issues of race and identity in their South African life whereas 

Occasion for Loving focuses on the process of alienation and social severance 

which apartheid created in the lives of people in South Africa. Jessie's memory 

of a woman who 'was sewing without any thread in the needle' describes it the 

best: 'It flashed in and out of the stuff, empty, connecting nothing with nothing.' 

(Loving, 44) 

Occasion for Loving is an appropriate point of departure from the rhythm in 

which Gordimer has produced her earlier novels. In his study of Gordimer's fiction, 

Abdul Jan Mohammed explores the distinction between different phases of 

Gordimer's 'fiction. For him, The Lying Days, A World of Strangers and Occasion 

for Loving constitute a 'bourgeois phase' which is succeeded by the 'post

bourgeois phase' of The Late Bourgeois World, A Guest of Honour and The 

Conservationist. (1988, 88) Gordimer's early fiction is thus distinctive as compared 
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to the later periods of her work. It records a moment of transition for the South 

African liberal world. Dominic Head in Nadine Gordimer calls The Lying Days and 

A World of Strangers 'novels of learning.' (1994, 48) This can be said for most of 

Gordimer's early fiction such as 'Ah, Woe Is Me' and Occasion for Loving; the 

characters in these short and long narratives go through a process of breaking 

down after the experience of apartheid. This leads to change and transformation in 

their perspective on their individual selves as well as the world around them. In her 

interview with Studs Terkel, Gordimer reveals: 

[ ... ] people like myself have two births, and the second one comes when 
you break out of the colour bar. It's a real rebirth when you break out of 
your background, the taboos of your background, and you realize that 
the colour bar is not valid and is meaningless to you. (1962, 16) 

The plot in Gordimer's early fiction is built through the characters' attempt to 

cross over the social barriers of their South African society into those 

"borderland" places such as mixed gatherings and parties where they can meet 

people across the racial spectrum as equals. The action, there, becomes alive 

with the intrusion of apartheid in their "borderland" relationships with each other. 

They break down in shame and embarrassment at the futility of their efforts of 

building bridges across the racial divide. But at the same time, this mental 

probing drives them to commit themselves to the struggle against apartheid in 

their South African society. 
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CHAPTER 3: AFTER SHARPEVILLE 

This chapter takes up Nadine Gordimer's presentation of physical 

"borderland" situations and psychological "borderland" encounters in The 

Late Bourgeois World (1966), A Guest of Honour (1973), The 

Conservationist (1978) and Burger's Daughter (1979), and selected short 

stories from her collections Not for Publication (1965), Livingstone's 

Companions (1972) and A Soldier's Embrace (1980). 

Gordimer's early fiction sets a pattern in the presentation of the 

theme of "borderland" that is followed in the later periods of her fiction. 

The action in Gordimer's early fiction becomes alive with the 

protagonist's experience of a moment or a set of events which prick his 

or her conscience or break him or her down in shame and 

embarrassment. This mental probing reappears in Gordimer's fiction 

written after 1960. It leads them to go through dynamic processes similar 

to those followed in the early fiction but here they are dealt with in a new 

way. The legalization of apartheid in the 1950s and the 1960s led 

Gordimer to present a frontier society in her early fiction. This scenario is 

inculcated in the rise of a liberal world in her early novels. On the same 

canvas, Gordimer depicts the shift from a peaceful struggle against 

apartheid towards a radical solution to the social, economic and political 

injustices in South Africa. This scenario is captured in the rise of a radical 

society of people in her novels written after 1960. The experience of the 

South African world presents the 'round' (Forster, 1927, 77) or complex 

protagonists of The Lying Days, A World of Strangers and Occasion for 
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Loving with new perspectives on themselves. The new development in 

Gordimer's fiction written after 1960 is the presentation of characters 

who are "abstractions" set in a larger and more committed political 

framework. This change in characterization projects Gordimer's 

transformed consciousness towards revolutionary opponents of 

apartheid in her South African world. Besides, Gordimer's early fiction 

presented the increasing impoverishment of the liberal ideology in South 

African society and the ways in which it proved itself inadequate to meet 

the historical realities of South Africa. This failure of liberalism finds its 

deepest expression in her fiction written after 1960. It presents an 

increasingly radical stance towards the struggle against apartheid in 

South Africa. This new stance separates Gordimer's The Late Bourgeois 

World, A Guest of Honour, The Conservationist and Burger's Daughter 

from her early novels. 

This shift in Gordimer's approach towards social and political 

dilemmas of her South African world continued the pattern that she 

follows in her plots and characterization in her fiction. As in the early 

novels, in The Late Bourgeois World, A Guest of Honour, The 

Conservationist and Burger's Daughter, the plot is developed in a kind of 

frontier formed out of places or situations which allow the protagonists to 

move 'beyond' the racial divide. For Bhabha, the 'beyond' provides a 

'terrain for elaborating strategies of self-hood - singular or communal 

that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, 

and contestation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself.' {Bhabha, 
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1994, 1-2) It is a kind of bridge which may be utilized for the articulation 

of ethnocentric ideas so that people who believe in them can develop a 

different perspective on themselves. Gordimer too creates, in Bhabha's 

words, a 'passage' for her characters which 'may get' them 'to other 

banks' as regards to their South African situation. (Bhabha, 1994, 5) So 

the plot in Gordimer's novels becomes a domain of the 'beyond' in which 

the protagonist is led to articulate a 'culture' for himself and for his 

society. (Bhabha, 1994, 1) 

Gordimer's fourth novel, The Late Bourgeois World (1966), 

presents the events of one day, a Saturday, in the protagonists' lives. 

Whilst sharing her breakfast with Graham, her lawyer boy friend, 

Elizabeth receives a telegram saying that Max, her ex-husband, has 

driven his car into the sea and drowned himself along with his secret 

writings on 'the methodology of African socialism.' (LBW, 89) Elizabeth 

hurriedly visits her son Bobo in his boarding school to inform him about 

his father's death. Then she spends the rest of the afternoon alone 

before leaving for an old people's home to greet her grandmother on her 

eighty-seventh birthday. Graham visits her briefly in the evening when 

she is busy cooking for her black activist friend, Luke, who visits her late 

at night. In this succession of events, Gordimer brings to light the 

transformation in Elizabeth's personality after her contemplation over her 

political alienation and social marginalization in her South African life. 

Even after the divorce from Max, her revolutionist husband, Elizabeth 

stands by him in his 'fight against apartheid and provides her full support 
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when he is in prison. Max's defiance of the colour bar leads to his 

becoming a member of a 'communist cell.' (LBW, 39) He makes a bomb 

and blows up a post o'ffice, an act for which he is tried in court. He is 

sentenced to five years' imprisonment but he gets himself out of the 

prison after fifteen months by becoming a state witness, thus betraying 

all those who stood by him. After Max's suicide, Elizabeth actively 

involves herself in the blacks' struggle for freedom and equal rights for all 

South Africans. On one hand, the novel describes Max's radicalism and 

his act of betrayal of his comrades, and on the other hand, it presents an 

a-political resignation which Elizabeth takes up. 

The Late Bourgeois World reflects a shift towards revolutionary 

attitudes within the banned African National Congress and its adjacent 

white movements. This novel is based on the sabotage efforts of the 

African resistance movement, a group of young white men connected to 

the Liberal Party who resorted to violence in 1964 and whose actions 

served to discredit the Liberal Party in the eyes of white South Africa. 

The necessity for violent action, and the implicit rejection of the 

constitutional programme for change may be seen as a comment upon 

the political sterility of liberalism. In this setting, Elizabeth says: 'There 

was a move among politically active Africans to keep out of white 

houses, no matter whose they were, and to reject friendship and even 

intimacy with whites as a part of white privilege.' (LBW, 89) By the time 

Max's revolutionary work along with black activists is disrupted by police 

action, that is, before he resorts to sabotage, 'he had associated himself 



112 


for a while with people who wanted to organize a new underground white 

revolutionary group.' (LBW, 91) The word 'white' indicates his loss of 

contact with the blacks. Close political alliance between liberal and leftist 

elements amongst the whites and the blacks broke down and 

polarization between the two races became more and more pronounced 

in the 1960s South Africa. 

In The Late Bourgeois World, Gordimer broke away from the 

dominant liberal tradition in white South African literature. This is 

recognized in Stephen Gray's words: 

The logical and coherent tradition of the realist novel in South 

Africa is a very narrow, but highly organized one. What begins 

with Schreiner's novel as the liberal tradition in Southern African 

English fiction does continue in Turbott Wolfe, is endemic to Cry, 

the Beloved Country, is reviewed in Lessing's The Grass is 

Singing, and meets its culmination in later novels. (Gray, 1980, 

136) 


This is particularly true of The Late Bourgeois World which becomes a 

significant landmark in English South African fiction. With the moral and I 

I 
political despair of its main character, Elizabeth, the novel appears the I 

end of a road as if the South African novel about personal relations can 

go no further in the darkening climate of apartheid. In a succession of 

memories, Elizabeth remembers her being pregnant at the time of the 

Defiance Campaign 1952. She recalls the Sharpeville tragedy of 1960 

when demonstrators against the Pass laws were killed by the white 

police, the making of the South African Republic in 1961 when all 

constitutional rights were placed in the hands of the white minority, the 

formation of the PAC, the ban on the Communist party, and, the prestige 
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of African nationalism on the international forum for passive campaigns 

against apartheid in South Africa. 

In her experience of Max, Elizabeth is appreciative of what he is 

doing: The madness of the brave is the wisdom of life.' (LBW, 5) On one 

occasion, Max makes a 'frightful' (LBW, 44) speech at his sister's 

wedding in which he talks to the white guests about the 'moral sclerosis': 

'What I'm asking you to look out for is - is moral sclerosis. Hardening of 

the heart, narrowing of the mind; while the dividends go up.' Elizabeth 

feels embarrassed at his use of what she thinks is an 'idiotic term' in his 

speech. (LBW, 48-51) The speech itself is a sincere presentation of 

Max's thinking, yet it disturbs Elizabeth to see its lack of efficacy, its 

impotence, the readiness with which it is absorbed and forgotten by the 

guests. Having rejected his white bourgeois world, its privileges and the 

identity it offers, Max is condemned to loneliness. Elizabeth knows that 

Max 'might have been a lawyer; but all the professions were part of the 

white club, whose life membership ticket, his only birthright, he had torn 

up.' (LBW, 74) Besides Max's alienation in his own white society, 

Elizabeth recalls his marginality in the black man's world. He 'marched 

into an African area prohibited to whites, and he also went to Durban to 

camp with Africans and Indians on a public square in protest against 

segregation.' (LBW, 41) She reflects: 

He wanted to come close; and in this country the people - with all 
the huddled warmth of the phrase - are black. Set aside with 
whites, even his own chosen kind, he was still left out, he 
experienced the isolation of his childhood become the isolation of 
his colour. (LBW, 80-81) 
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Long before he drowns himself, Max is considered dead by his 

parents because the question of white identity is very important for them. 

Max's mother is very much conscious of her being a 'Boer girl', the 

'descendent of an old Cape Dutch family who had intermarried with 

English speaking people.' (LBW, 34) Max's father who has been a 

'prominent United Party M.P.' (LBW, 42) for quite a time, comes from 'an 

English family that emigrated to South Africa when the gold mines 

started up.' (LBW, 34) This intermarriage between an Afrikaner girl, that 

is, Max's mother and a man of English origins, that is, Max's father, 

represents the historical reunion of the two white classes in the face of 

African reality: 

When Mrs Van den Sandt spoke of 'we South Africans' she meant 
the Afrikaans- and English-speaking white people, and when Theo 
Van den Sandt called for 'a united South Africa, going forward to 
an era of progress and prosperity for all' he meant the unity of the 
same two white groups. (LBW, 40) 

Elizabeth observes that the whites like Max's parents behave towards the 

natives of the South African land in an act of "'essentialising blackness'" 

(Bhabha, 1990, 3): 

For the rest - the ten or eleven million 'natives' - their labour was 
directed in various Acts of no interest outside Parliament, and their lives 
were incidental to their labour, since until the white man came they knew 
nothing better than a mud hut in the veld. (LBW, 40) 

In Fanon's terminology also, this Othering is the process by which the blacks 

were interpreted by the white colonizers in South African society. They labeled 

the blacks as the Other to socially construct them as removed, distant and 

lesser individuals who were serviceable to cater for the needs, values, interests 

and experiences of the white colonizer, thus obliterating the black man's 
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genuine self. Elizabeth notices that Max's mother 'spoke Xhosa' with her black 

servants and 'Afrikaans' with her 'Cape Coloured cook.' (LBW, 33) Doris 

Lessing in African Laughtercomments: 

Once I had wondered why Europeans were so obsessed with their 

racial superiority, and if it was a compensation for their having 

being so backward, so uncouth, while the civilizations of the 

Middle East and the East glittered and despised theirs. The 

European arrogance was only the boastfulness of the nouveau 

riche? Pride in white skin was because there was nothing much 

else to be proud of? (1992, 133) 


Similarly, in her interview with Alan Ross, Gordimer calls her struggle 

against apartheid as "'my" war': 'the colour bar is wrong and utterly 

indefensible.' (Ross, 1965,34) In this phase of her writing, Gordimer paid 

particular attention to terminology that had been in use to designate 

ethnic identities in South Africa. 

Max's revolutionary ideas in The Late Bourgeois World cannot be 

: Ii 
, ,Irefuted. Elizabeth comments: 'He wasn't content to leave bad things the 
,, 
, ' 

way they are. If he failed, well, that's better than making no attempt.' 
; 1,li 

, I "II(LBW, 26) However, Luke is surprised at Elizabeth for not attending 

Max's funeral. She doesn't want to because he 'didn't die for them - the 

people [revolutionary comrades], but perhaps he did more than that. In 

his attempt to love, he lost even his self-respect, in betrayal. He risked 

everything for them and lost everything.' (LBW, 93) In this context, 

Elizabeth makes their son, Sobo, aware of Max's limitations: 

Max was in a mess, he somehow couldn't deal with what 

happened to him, largely, yes, because of his political actions, but 

also because [ ... ] in general, he wasn't equal to the demands [ ... ] 

he took upon himself [ ... ] As if you insisted on playing in the first 

team when you were only good enough - strong enough for third. 

(LBW, 27) 
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As she sees it, 'Max wasn't anybody's hero' (LBW, 26), though 'he 

suffered a lot for his political views.' (LBW, 28) This conversation helps 

Bobo to talk about his difficulty in standing up against the apartheid 

psyche of his white classmates in the boarding school. He tells Elizabeth 

how the other boys laugh at the smell of 'Kaffirs', 'talking as if they were 

the only ones who ever smell.' Bobo doesn't want to be sensitive to his 

classmates' comments and wishes 'we were like other people' who 'don't 

care.' (LBW, 29-30) 

Towards the end of the novel, Elizabeth becomes aware of a 

similar feeling in her own self. She is frightened at her decision to provide 

support for her black friends: 'the slow, even beats of my heart repeat to 

me, like a clock; afraid, alive, afraid, alive, afraid, alive.' (LBW, 160) This 

complex situation leads Elizabeth to find her South African life as the late 

(dead) bourgeois world, a world characterized by the death-throes of the 

white world: Max 'drowned' on the day 'when a man' from America 

'walked about in space.' (LBW, 154) Elizabeth somehow finds a link 

between Max who 'had succeeded in dying' (LBW, 64) and the living 

man's walk in the space: 'If you master that beyond as those men up 

there have done, isn't that the closest we've ever got to mastering 

death?' (LBW, 154) When Elizabeth asks Graham, 'what could one say 

this is the age of? What on earth do you think they'll call it in history?', he 

replies: 'I've just read a book that refers to ours as the Late Bourgeois 

World. How does that appeal to you?' (LBW, 114) It seems as if The Late 

Bourgeois World is a novel about the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of 
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crossing class and racial barriers in the rigid South African social 

formation; and in which those who do not respect the demands for 

allegiance and complicity required of them by the white ruling class 

establishment are fated to suffer social isolation and political impotence 

in their South African society. 

At Luke's request to find someone whose bank account can be 

used to transfer funds from abroad, Elizabeth thinks of using her 

grandmother's account, thus discovering the possibility to slide into 

underground black politics. This is her acceptance of radicalism and 

black leadership when Liberalism and its values seem at an end: 'A 

sympathetic white woman hasn't got anything to offer [ ... ] good old white 

Reserve of banks and privileges [ ... ] each will have given what he has 

[ ... ] perhaps it would be better than what I have had - or got.' (LBW, 

159-160) Elizabeth finds herself recalling her grandmother's repeated 

questioning in her old-age forgetfulness, 'what happened.' (LBW, 105) 

Something has, indeed, happened: for Elizabeth, 'there are possibilities 

for (her), certainly; but under what stone do they lie?' (LBW, 5) Helping 

Luke with the transfer of funds through her grandmother's bank account 

thus provides Elizabeth with a way out of her social alienation and 

political isolation in her South African world. 

After The Late Bourgeois World, Gordimer takes a new direction 

in her writing; a world of radicals and revolutionary situations becomes 

the subject matter of her fifth novel, A Guest of Honour, representing the 

heightened tensions of contemporary Africa. If The Late Bourgeois World 
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expresses the impasse of liberal values and the impotence of liberals in 

South Africa in the 1960s, A Guest of Honour(1973) points towards the 

collapse of liberalism in the 1960s South Africa. In her interview with 

Nesta Wyn Ellis, Gordimer describes: 

It [A Guest of Honour) is about some one who tries to justify his 
presence in Africa beyond the colour of his skin [ ... ] you have to 
accept that you are a victim of history. Here is the end of the 
colonial period, and what you may stand for as an individual - no 
matter what you do or have done - will be swamped in the 
general whiteness [ ... ] In South Africa, one wears one's skin like a 
uniform. (Ellis, 1978, 93-4) 

The novel focuses on a failed liberal character, Evelyn James Bray. The 

story in the novel begins with Adamson Mweta, a black chairman of PIP, 

the People's Independence Party, taking over the power as the president 

of a sovereign African country. Both black and white activists and life

long supporters of the African Independence movement are invited for 

the independence celebrations except for Edward Shinza, a regional 

black chairman of PIP. Shinza is not considered in the organization of 

the cabinet of government ministers because he has serious differences 

with Mweta over what process should be used 'to build a nation.' (Guest, 

118) Mweta has opted for running the government with the machinery 

and methods that had been handed over by the white colonial officials. 

Shinza is totally against Mweta's approach because, as he sees it, this 

will never help the Africans to progress and develop themselves 

independently. At the Party's Secretary General elections, Shinza gives 

an eloquent speech and wins the election. Differences between the 'two 

sharply-defined factions' (Guest, 345) in the Party, and the policies of 

I 

i I 
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Mweta's government precipitate 'the strikes, lock-outs, and the confused 

expressions of dissatisfaction that, in the bush, took the form of tribal 

wrangling.' (Guest, 286) Evelyn James Bray, an Englishman and 'a close 

contact' (Guest, 4) of the Party's leadership, attempts to sort out the 

differences and grievances between Mweta and Shinza but to no avail. 

His accidental death in a road-blocking riot towards the end of the novel 

symbolizes the death of liberalism in South Africa. Gordimer writes: 

In a number devoted to "The Decline of Liberalism" in an English 
monthly journal he was discussed as an interesting case in point: 
a man who had passed over from the skepticism and resignation 
of empirical liberalism to become one of those who are so 
haunted by the stupidities and evils in human affairs that they are 
prepared to accept apocalyptic solutions, wade through blood if 
need be, to bring real change. (Guest, 503) 

Evelyn attempts to deliver but his efforts cannot make a difference 

because he is one of 'these nice white liberals getting mixed up in things 

they don't understand. What did he expect?' (Guest, 502) The novel 

reveals Gordimer's view that liberal values were unable to stand up 

against apartheid in South Africa. 'Everyone knows those whites who 

want to be allowed to "love" the blacks out of guilt; and those who want 

to be allowed to "love" them as an aberration, a distinction' (LBW, 80-81), 

the liberals in South Africa were none of them. In order to escape his 

death in the ambush, Evelyn feels the same: 'Inside him was an 

experience exactly the reverse of emptiness, the sense of all forces 

disengaged and fallen apart, that he had been having all day.' (Guest, 

457-458) He realizes 'the paradox that playing safe was dangerous' now. 

(Guest, 391) 
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The action in A Guest of Honour is woven through the last year of 

Evelyn's life when he is invited by Mweta to come along with the latter's 

accession to power and help in pilot programmes for the development of 

the newly-born African nation. On his arrival from London, Evelyn is 

warmly received by both the black and the white associates who have 

known him since the times when he was Colonel and District 

Commissioner in South Africa under the white colonial rule ten years 

ago. Whilst serving as 'a white colonial servant' (Guest, 4), he becomes 

friends with the Africans. This leads him to become involved in 

supporting them in their struggle for independence from white rule. For 

his active participation in the African struggle, Evelyn had been deported 

back to London with his family by the then serving white colonial officials. 

However, after ten years, Evelyn gets an opportunity to help his African 

: I 
friends again in the construction of their sovereign country. Evelyn is 

charged with compiling a report for an education project which would be 

workable in the new set-up of the country. However, with a very limited 

budget and no infrastructure which may be required for the proper 

organization of a scheme, Evelyn 'felt that he himself was not qualified to 

find the radical solution that was needed; neither was the ministry of 

education.' (Guest, 101) 

Besides, he does not approve of Mweta's strategy of controlling 

the country and its people with the use of force such as when a young 

man from Shinza's faction is beaten up and held illegally by the 

government machinery. A member of the Party is also reportedly 

I 
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threatened by the youth of the opposing faction. With a firm belief that he 

cannot be 'regarded as a very dangerous opponent' (Guest, 392) by 

Mweta, Evelyn attempts to utilize his influence and contacts to resolve 

the differences between the radical and moderate factions of the black 

leadership but in return, he loses his life. In this regard, the title of the 

novel, A Guest of Honour and the quotations which are utilized in the 

beginning of the novel, one by Ivan Sergeevich Turgenev: 'An 

honourable man will end by not knowing where to live', and the other 

quotation by Ernesto "ehe" Guevara: 'Many will call me an adventurer-

and that I am, only of a different sort - one of those who risks his skin to 

prove his platitudes' (Guest, 5), aptly sum up Evelyn's character. Happily 

married to Olivia, an English woman, and a father of two daughters, he 

lives and dies for the things he has stood for. Although Evelyn keeps his 

contact intact with Shinza and his faction despite the fact that Mweta 

regards them as 'rebels in the union' (Guest, 394), yet Evelyn is believed 

by Mweta to be a 'conciliator.' (Guest, 504) However, this experience of 

power and independence by the blacks and the rivalries between them 

make Evelyn conscious of complexity in the concept of borders in a 

society. On one occasion, he can't help saying: 'Every nation has its own 

private violence [ ... ] after a while one can feel at home and sheltered 

between almost any borders - you grow accustomed to anything.' 

(Guest, 187) Beside Evelyn, on another occasion, Shinza also utters: 

'Borders! Doesn't mean anything [ ... ] People are wandering over after 

their goats, everyday. You forget we're the same people on both sides.' 
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(Guest, 260) Here, two things seem to be hinted at, one that borders in a 

society are there to be crossed over and secondly, borders don't only 

exist between the people of different nations but also between the people 

of the same colour as well. 

It is through the working of physical "borderland" situations in 

combination with psychological "borderland" encounters that Gordimer 

presents social and political dilemmas of the 1960s and 1970s South 

Africa in A Guest of Honour. The novel attempts, in terms anticipating 

Bhabha's formulation, to visit the 'beyond' which provides the characters 

'a revisionary time' to 're- inscribe our human, historic communality' and 

to 'touch the future on its hither side.' (Bhabha, 1994, 7) The novel 

suggests that the black rule in Independent Africa has not led to social 

and political justice. A more human and egalitarian black Africa requires 

a further revolution. 

In the novel, Gordimer inculcates her experience of the rest of Africa 

because there are tremendous similarities amongst the countries in Africa, 

including South Africa. In her interview with Diane Cassere, Gordimer reveals: 'I 

tried to do something I had never done before [ ... ] I tried to write a political 

novel [ ... ] tried to put flesh on what have become to be known as the dry bones 

of political life.' (Cassere, 1972,57) For Christopher Heywood, A Guest of 

Honour 'explores the consequences of independence in a Central African 

country which combines Zambian settings with issues related to the problems of 

Katanga.' (1983, 26) This 'Central African territory' (Guest, 4) in the novel is, 

however, an imaginary country which goes through a stage of conflict in the 
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march of history towards independence from the English colonials. Heywood's 

study of the novel finds Fanonist aspirations in the opposing faction's radical 

socialism: 

'When I [ ... ] decided to go along with you', Shinza affirms, coming 
to power wasn't going to be a matter of multiplying the 
emancipated, while the rest of the people remained a class of 
affranchised slaves ... He referred with a smile to the phrases from 
Fanon.' (Guest, 258) 

Shinza is aware of the real problem, that is, extreme poverty amongst the 

blacks: 

'To keep the sort of status quo the Europeans call stability - the stability 
of overseas investment [ ... ] but we want an instability, James, we want 
an instability in the poverty and backwardness of this country, we want 
the people at the top to be a bit poorer for a few years now, so that the 
real, traditional, rock-bottom poverty, the good old kind that "never 
changes" in Africa, can be broken up out of its famous stability at last, at 
long, long last, dragged up from the shit -.' (Guest, 260) 

Here, Gordimer points at the real African dilemmas, the poverty and the 

illiteracy which must be eliminated if Africans have to prosper and 

compete with the rest of the world in future. 

For Heywood, the novel also 'stakes a claim for the contribution of 

white activists working in the processes leading to independence.' (1983, 

25) But at the same time, it reveals that liberal values such as personal 

freedom and interracial friendship are irrelevant in front of the Pan· 

African perspective which worked towards the creation of their own 

version of a just society, thus destroying the role of the white 

progressives in Africa. For Heywood, Evelyn 'remains an outsider, a 

vehicle for the experience of "the growing unwelcomeness of the white 

man in Africa" as Gordimer expressed the problem in her essay, Where 
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Do Whites Fit In? (1959).' (1983, 26) A Guest of Honour provides no 

clear answer to this conflict. However, the novel represents 'the failure of 

the knowledge of human sciences to make people more humane.' 

(Guest, 335) In her presentation of Hjalmar Wentz, the German owner of 

a night club in the days of turmoil, Gordimer describes a feature of the 

late 1960s era: Hjalmar doesn't 'rejoice' over the fact that his son, 

Stephen is 'a natural colonial - the adaptable kind who enjoys the sort of 

popularity you get when you run a bar and everybody calls you Steve.' 

But he understands it 'as a solution to the problem of survival' in South 

Africa. (Guest, 331) 

In her sixth novel, The Conservationist (1978), Gordimer moves 

further away from the liberal ideology which had been the nerve-centre of 

her previous novels. The story in the novel is set in a 'typical Transvaal 

landscape' (Cons. 22) which is situated twenty-five miles away from 
, i 

Johannesburg. A river runs by one side of this farm whereas on the other 

side, there is another farm which is owned by an Afrikaner family, the De 

Beers. An Indian store and a transport service station for the blacks of 

the Location nearby are also situated on the main way towards the farm. 

Despite the fact that there exists a vast black Location near the farm, 

Mehring, a middle-aged white man of Germanic descent and Namibian 

origin, and an established business tycoon in Johannesburg, buys '400 

acres of veld, fields and vlei', though 'weed-choked', yet 'beautiful.' 

(Cons. 20). This rich landscape creates a spell over Mehring. He feels 

that on the farm, 'the sense of familiarity, of some kind of unwelcome 
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knowledge or knowing, is slow to ebb. As it does, it leaves space in his 

mind; or uncovers, like the retreat of a high tide, carrying away silt.' 

(Cons. 37) In comparison to 'shallow breath of the city', Mehring 

'involuntarily' 'finds himself drawn in a 'keener pleasure' by the serene 

atmosphere on the farm. (Cons. 9) Spending every other Sunday on the 

farm gives Mehring not only a break from his hectic business life in the 

city but also provides him with a space to reflect upon his sensual 

attitude towards the women in his life, his arrogant behaviour towards the 

struggling lives of the blacks in contemporary South Africa, and his moral 

distance from his adolescent son's sensitive attitude towards black 

Africa. However, going away from the farm at the end of the day takes 

away 'the empty space that was clear in him this afternoon' and 'it exists 

no more than does a city pavement under the comings and goings of 
, 
" 

passing bodies that make it what its is.' (Cons. 54) 

In this way, the South African landscape acts as a frontier place for 

Mehring where he is able to reflect upon his innermost thoughts and feelings 
,
: II 

" 

about the world he lives in. On the farm, his thoughts follow one after another, 

intermingling one image with the other: his farm, his woman, his business, his 

losses, his investments, his son, his servants, come to his mind all juxtaposed 

in a stream of consciousness. For example, Mehring's wandering mind 

recollects the memory of a soft texture of 'a wan yellowed leaf' in the fields. It 

then reminds him of some important point which is missed out in his business 

discussions with the Japanese counterparts. He makes a 'mental note' because 

he knows that his tape:"recorder is in the briefcase which is lying in the car. He 
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then takes a nap whilst lying rolled onto his belly over the grass with his 

memory of 'my bit of veld and my cows.' When he awakes, he becomes aware 

of 'breathing intimately into the earth': it appeared as if the hairs of his 'half

opened eye that borders it and the filaments of dead grass are one.' He also 

finds sand sticking on his lips. With 'violent jerks, he changes his body position 

and thinks, 'the abyss is no deeper than a doorstep; the landing, home' and so 

on. (Cons. 37) Gordimer quotes a part of Richard Shelton's poem, 'The 

Tattooed Desert' in the beginning of the novel which resembles this thought 

process followed by Mehring's individual consciousness: 

I must have been almost crazy 

to start out alone like that on my bicycle 

pedaling into the tropics carrying 

a medicine for which no one had found 

the disease and hoping 

I would make it in time 


I passed through a paper village under glass 

where the explorers first found 

silence and taught it to speak 

where old men were Sitting in front 

of their houses killing sand without mercy 


Brothers I shouted to them 

tell me who moved the river 

where can I find a good place to drown (Cons. 7) 


The content of the poem, as it appears, seems to have no 

similarity with Mehring's circumstances but in expression and technique, 

it has relevance: the narrator of the poem appears to be living in a world 

of imagination at the border between sanity and madness where he can 

create, one over the other, a reality of his own making. It seems that he 

finds it safer to stay within such a frontier as he is able to get away with 

what he thinks and feels about the state of life around him. In Mehring's 
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case, the landscape creates such an aesthetic space in his mind where 

he can make his own observations. For example, he notices himself 

becoming too fixed in his views to see freshly, in comparison to his 

teenager son, Terry, who questions the validity of hierarchal social 

patterns in their compartmentalized South African society; he is simply 

not able to appreciate the practical support of the blacks by his son who 

gives away his clothes to the black employee on the farm. Mehring 

makes observations about the problems under apartheid but lacks the 

capability to address them. He is critical of his mistress, Antonia, who 

instead of delivering her promises, flies away into exile after she has 

been discovered by the apartheid authorities for arranging meetings 

between the whites and the blacks on her premises. This signifies the 

degraded image of liberalism in the 1970s South Africa. Mehring shows 
, I 

dislike for her liberal progressive ideas which do not stop her from 

pretending that she is not scared by the 'trouble': 'He'd seen her eyes, 

staring at nothing while she waited for him, before she caught sight of 

him: staring at fear.' (Cons. 40) But when Mehring himself meets such an 

experience of the terror towards the end of the novel, he behaves no 

differently from her. 

In the novel, Mehring's visits to the farm relieve his sexual desires: 

he recalls his coming across attractive advances made towards him 

during a friendly meal by a 'good looking' woman who happens to be his 

friend for fifteen years. He recollects from the experience that he was not 

perturbed by her affection at all. Instead, it was her teenager daughter 
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'whom he wanted to meet and undress in a hotel room.' (Cons. 28) Such 

sexual images and descriptions in the course of the story reveal the 

thought process in Mehring's mind which operates or functions in relation 

to the landscape around him; it drives him to keep clean the farm to the 

extent that its natural spaciousness is not spoiled by the 'rot' at other 

places on the land. He 'finds the suggestion of Antonia, his mistress at 

the time of the purchase of the farm, appealing. Her view was 'why not 

just buy it and leave it as it is.' (Cons. 20) 

The landscape in The Conservationist vividly depicts the territorial and 

linguistic barriers which reduce the existence of its white and black subjects to 

marginality in each other's world. Mehring's farm is surrounded by a 'barbed 

wire fence' from all sides. (Cons. 32) The African Location is fenced and wired 

with an endless boundary. The Indians, too, have built a fence around their 

house. All these territorial divisions reflect the borders within borders in South 

African society. Mehring himself actively maintains such boundaries intact: 'on 

the farm it is time for conservation - buildings to be repaired, fire-breaks 

cleared, he must go round all the fences with Jacobus. The sort of job they'all 

never think to do unless you push them to it. A place must be kept up.' (Cons. 

68) The irony is that the blacks themselves are engaged by Mehring and also 

by the Indians to build their fences in order 'to keep blacks out.' (Cons. 32) 

Such physical barriers in the African landscape represent fear and 

mistrust in the psyche of both the whites and the blacks against each 

other. The fence which separates Mehring's farm from the black quarters 

is more than just a physical barrier. It is a mental barrier, too, 
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psychologically isolating him from the blacks on his farm. Mehring 

doesn't trust Jacobus, despite the fact that he is the boss boy on his 

farm. Mehring observes that Jacobus knows more about him than he 

knows about Jacobus. He is sure of Jacobus telling lies to him such as 

his making a story of the early morning visit of the birds on the farm, his 

not doing much about the dead body which is found on the farm, and his 

misuse of Mehring's tractor and the kitchen on the farm. Mehring also 

doubts the Indians' polite attitude towards him because he believes that 

they are buttering him for keeping their shop going in a place which is 'for 

white people' only. (Cons. 33) The Indians have bribed the white 

authorities for the possession of the shop, yet they live in constant fear of 

losing it one way or the other. They have to keep a constant vigilance on 

every happening inside as well as outside their shop. 

Economically, the blacks living in the compounds on the farm and 

the Indians' black employees in the nearby poor quarters behind the 

Indian store are no better than the blacks at the Location nearby the 

farm. Jacobus visits the Indians' black employees in their 'tin houses' 

where 'broken chairs' and old 'cooking pots' are evidence of their 

extreme poverty. (Cons. 32) Despite the fact that there are divisions and 

sub-divisions in' between the black and the Indian classes, there are 

times when they overcome their mental blocks: 'The "our" took in the 

shop keeper, his menage, Jacobus himself and the farm people' when 

they agree that the dead man is no longer their problem as the police 

has taken it away from them. (Cons. 32) 
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The blacks on the farm are, however, frightened of Mehring who 

might call the police and open the investigation again of the unknown 

black dead body that was found on his farm. On the other end, Mehring 

is concerned about the blacks' manoeuvres at the Location near his 

farm: 'there is a high fence all around to keep them from getting in and 

out except through the location gates, but there're great big gaps where 

they cut the wire and come out at night.' (Cons. 27) The Sergeant in 

charge of the area is also suspicious of the blacks' activities at the 

Location. It seems as if the life in and around the farm is a society of fear 

and mistrust where Mehring, Jacobus and the Indians, all in their 

respective capacities, look for dogs to protect themselves from each 

other. 

Apartheid in South Africa not only determined the kind of lives 

people should lead but also influenced the kind of person they should 

become. They become characters like Jacobus who 'didn't talk to the 

Indian as he did to a white man, nor as he would to one of his own 

people.' Whilst talking to the Indians at the shop, Jacobus recognizes his 

own people, the blacks, at the Location as 'trouble for everybody.' (Cons. 

31) Sitting amongst his compound fellows, he mocks Mehring by fooling 

him with incorrect information about the birds, eggs and dogs but at the 

same time 'he could not encourage this talk too much - he was himself 

half on the side of the authority it mocked, he earned his privileges by 

that authority and also protected them against its source.' (Cons. 29-30) 

The most severe impact of apartheid in South Africa was physical as it 
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caused people to live in separate units and classes, generating fear and 

a sense of alienation towards each other. 

Mehring is introduced in the novel as a conservationist who 

attempts to protect the natural life on the farm. He is after the dogs who 

hunt the birds on his farm. He is concerned for the guinea-fowl eggs that 

are picked up by the small black children on the farm. He is disturbed by 

the fire and then the flooding of water on the farm. He later plants trees 

as well, but his attempt to preserve the natural life on his farm may be 

genuine, or it may be that he 'can afford to indulge: a hankering to make 

contact with the land' for getting tax relief from the laws of the land. 

Moreover, it is ironic that the black presence is completely ignored by 

Mehring in his observation of the 'beautiful' South African landscape. 

(Cons. 20) He gets upset by the presence of the black dead body on his 

farm and makes sure that it is not visible in the landscape. Mehring asks 

Jacobus, his houseboy to cover it with a 'tarpaulin or sacks.' (Cons. 19) 

He is not satisfied until the dead body is removed by the police from its 

temporary grave on the farm. 

Mehring's passion for sexual ecstasy leads him to take risks one 

of which proves dangerous. On a previous occasion, he luckily gets 

away with his sexual adventure with a white teenager girl in the 

aeroplane but this time, his obsession with sex leads him into trouble: he 

unsuspectingly breaks the apartheid law which restricts sexual 

relationships outside one's colour. He is caught red-handed in a police 

trap in a sexual encounter with a pale black girl who looks more "white" 
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than the usual olive colour. The novel meticulously juxtaposes Mehring's 

fall into disgrace, his conservation of the farm where he grows trees, his 

ambitious business endeavours which make him wealthy, and his 

detached communication with the poor black world which stands in 

contrast with his teenager son's fervour against injustices all over Africa. 

The Conservationist deals with a white land-owning capitalist for 

whom possessions are everything, and whose relationships with the 

world read like a catalogue of alienations. At the expense of the white 

man's prosperity in South Africa, the blacks are robbed of their 

agricultural land in the face of industrial development in Transvaal 

villages. On the way to the farm in the novel, vast 'mealie fields' are 

turned into factories and supermarket stores. (Cons. 21) Although these 

new developments required more black workers, yet no economic uplift 

came to the black man's way. Instead the Locations became more 

crowded, giving way to crime and violence in black society. These places 

provided shelter to illegal black workers who didn't have passes such as 

the 'native Witbooi' in the novel. Although he works on the farm, he had 

no pass to work in South Africa. He came from Rhodesia illegally and got 

hold of work at different places by producing his expired work permits 

and references which were put down on the pages out of exercise books 

with 'barely-literate signatures of white housewives.' (Cons. 30) Those 

references somehow equalled the official passes in the 1970s South 

Africa. 
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The whites, on the other hand, profited from the industrial development 

in the 1970s South Africa. As a chairman of an Investment fund, Mehring 

accumulates a great pool of funds which provides enough space for his keeping 

a farm for leisure purposes. He fully utilizes the tax relief incentive which had 

been created by the Afrikaner government for poor white farmers so that they 

wouldn't suffer in the grip of poverty. In contrast, hunger and disease 

continuously prevailed in the black quarters of South African society. 

Beside representing the capitalist sector, Mehring and his farm 

are suggestive of a microcosm of that part of South African history when 

the white colonists, like the 'bloody dogs', whose visits to the farm 

disturbed the natural course of African life. (Cons. 18) It does not get 

registered to Mehring that his very own existence on the farm is an 

intrusion.in the natural course of South African life. Instead, he relishes 

the memory of telling his Japanese, German and Canadian counterparts 

about his possession of a farm in South Africa: 'I'm not in the Yacht-

Iowning class. I'm afraid (it was charming of him to say), I have my bit of 
"I 

veld and my few cows. And that's alii want.' (Cons. 36) However, the 

black children in possession of guinea fowl eggs on Mehring's farm 

generate a very strong image of the black life as an essential part of the 

South African landscape, which belongs to the blacks as well. The 

novel's vision is one of historical transfer; prophetically The 

Conservationist is situated at the pOint where white history ends and 

black history resumes, that is, the rise of the Black Consciousness era in 

the 1970s South Africa. 

http:intrusion.in
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As in A Guest of Honour, The Conservationist investigates the 

dilemma of survival and alienation which the progressives faced in the 

1970s South Africa. Mehring, the protagonist in the novel who represents 

the progressive Afrikaner elite, is estranged from any sort of community 

and this is reflected in the fact that a large part of the novel consists of 

his interior monologues. Due to absence of any authentic relationships 

with other people, he has literally got no-one to talk to. For Hermann 

Giliomee, Mehring, is, in fact, 'conditioned by !"lis lack of contact with the 

people of the country, his lack of contact with the South African inside' 

him. (1984, 125) Apartheid effectively managed to isolate the white man. 

Mehring thus represents the terminal malaise of a whole history and 

culture, and an alienation from the land and its people: 'while the 

transplanted European identity automatically stresses the white 

community's foreignness to the environment, the dispossessed blacks 

always have an irrevocable sense of belonging to the land.' (Cons. 9-10) 

In contrast to Mehring is the small community of blacks who work 

on his farm. They are the true caretakers of the land, and, their living is 

characterized by a fidelity to relationships, both to the living and to the 

dead. The final paragraph of the novel, describing the burial of an 

unknown black man, reveals: 

The one whom the farm received had no name. He had no family 
but their women wept a little for him. There was no child of his 
present but their children were there to live after him. They have 
put him away to rest, at last; he had come back. He took 
possessions of this earth, theirs; one of them. (Cons. 252) 
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The dead body's burial reasserts the social and moral values of the 

submerged African proletariat. The black dead man is incorporated 

within the community and the land from which they have been 

dispossessed. Here, Gordimer prophesies the eventual repossession of 

South Africa by the blacks: the dispossessed black communities of 

Highveld Transvaal will inherit the world they have lost. If The Late 

Bourgeois World was the final elegy of that doomed white English 

speaking culture lost in its own club rooms, golf courses and coffee bars, 

The Conservationist laments white South Africa which enjoyed booming 

prosperity and international links of wealth and power in the 1970s. But 

the terminal disease has not been shaken; the power of the novel lies in 

its evocation simultaneously of the strength, resources, poise of its 

protagonist and the bewildered hopelessness of his position in his South 

African world. 

The Conservationist deals with the impact of a world of barriers in 

which the characters find themselves confined within an immobility: at 

Mehring's approach, Jacobus stops 'as if there were a line drawn there, 

ten feet away from the farmer and goes through the formalities of 

greeting, which include a hand-movement as if he had a hat to remove.' 

(Cons. 10) This is a vivid presentation of an incalculable psychological 

damage caused by a grid of barriers in the characters' lives in the novel. 

Mehring finds himself different from the De Beers and the blacks 

whereas there are noticeable similarities between the later two groups, 

as when Mehring observes the Afrikaner girl who is motherly towards her 
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smaller sister. This is an African trait in her personality. Moreover, 

Mehring observes the black people only in the capacity of doing 

something negative or clumsy in the whole natural environment of the 

land. In 'the figure of the black man' (Cons. 10), Jacobus appears 

awkward to him in his out of season dress and shoes. Playing with the 

birds' eggs by the small black children is an act of serious misconduct for 

him. The dead body of the black man is viewed as a crime committed by 

the black Location nearby. The African Location itself is considered as 

good for nothing place where theft and murder are everyday matters. 

The fact that the black existence inside and around the farm is an 

integral part of the South African landscape is completely overlooked by 

Mehring in his concern about the extinction of the African natural life: 

'Soon there will be nothing left. In the country. The continent. The 

Oceans. The sky.' (Cons. 10) Ironically, the extinction of African culture 

and civilization does not occur to him. The blacks have been pushed out 

of their own lands for centuries and are now reduced to survive in 

unnatural conditions in the nearby African Location. Gordimer presents 

'history from inside' (Clingman, 1986, 224) to raise her voice against the 

occupation of land by the whites in South Africa. At the same time, it is 

also an attempt to write a history of the settlers' consciousness in South 

Africa. 

Beside territorial segregation and racial prejudices, the language 

barrier plays a significant role in dividing people into different groups in 

South Africa. In The Conservationist, Antonia's professor husband who is 
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carrying out linguistic research on Bushmen in South Africa and 

aborigines in Australia signifies the richness and complexity which the 

variety in languages may generate towards each other. For instance, the 

sergeant uses the words, 'Bantu' (meaning people) and 'Kaffir' (meaning 

originally non-believer) for the black people at the Location. Use of 

particular words such as 'farmer', for the white man because he owns the 

land, and 'Kraal' (meaning a village of huts) for the compounds 

intensifies the divisions and boundaries. Afrikaans is identified as 'the 

white man's other language' (Cons. 10), and, 'India' (Cons. 33) for the 

languages spoken by people of sub-continental origin. 

Mehring prefers to speak to the police authorities in Afrikaans in 

order to show his identification with them. In the same way, the De Beers 

prefer to speak to Mehring in English, though in a 'strong Afrikaans 

accent': 'Their insistence on talking to him in English demarcates the limit 

of his acceptance, out here, outside the city from which he comes and 

goes.' (Cons. 44) At times, Mehring enjoys this crossing over into the 

world of another language: after speaking about the dead body to the 

police in Afrikaans on the phone, Mehring 'replaces the receiver and 

says in English, Christ Almighty; and snorts a laugh, softly, so that 

Jacobus shall not hear.' (Cons. 17) Jacobus also finds pleasure in 

speaking English whilst using the phone in Mehring's absence. This use 

of languages for different purposes and in different ways is a means to 

identification with the group other than one's own. It also defines one's 

confinement in South African society: the Indians' 'challenging, 
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aggressive way of speaking was something that means nothing to farm 

people; a convention of barriers between them and the Indian proprietor; 

they were used to him.' (Cons. 31) 

As in The ConselVationist, Gordimer moves even fu rther away 

from the liberal ideology in her seventh novel, Burger's Daughter (1979). 

It describes a story of an Afrikaner girl, Rosemarie Burger who, after 

living through her parents' struggle for the rights of the blacks in South 

Africa, goes through her own struggle to break herself apart from her 

South African world but to no avail. Once she is back from Europe, she 

finds herself in her parents' shoes and decides to follow their path. Rosa 

is concerned to perpetuate her dead parents' communist past. She is 

appalled by the ruthlessness of apartheid and the attitude of liberals who 

'didn't do anything' and 'care more for animals than people' in South 

Africa. (BD, 210) In her interview with Nesta Wyn Ellis, Gordimer says: 

Liberalism has become a dirty word in South Africa. It has never 
delivered the goods. Too ready to compromise, to see both sides 
of the question, too polite: too much of a gesture, not enough of a 
commitment, not radical. (Ellis, 1978, 93) 

This shows that Gordimer nullified the liberal tradition in the 1970s era 

and replaced it with revolutionary Marxism, thus predicting the decline of 

liberalism in South Africa. 

The action in the novel is developed through focusing on an 

Afrikaner family who are tortured and imprisoned for their efforts to 

improve 'race relations' in their South African world. (BD, 84) Gordimer 

follows a chronology in the struggle of the family by providing periods of 

time which are very important in the history of South Africa. Lionel Burger 
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is born in 1905, at the time when South Africa was recovering from the 

Anglo-Boer war that ended in 1902, and his daughter, Rosa, is born in 

May 1948, the month and the year when the Nationalist Afrikaner 

government came to power. The novel reflects upon historical resistance 

movements since Lionel Burger's times and the history of struggle, 

censorship and ban which Rosa lives through in her South African life: 

!i 
[ ... ] the lives of Mandela, Sisulu, Mbeki, Kathrada, Kgosana, gull 'I" 

picked on the Island, Lionel propped wasting to his skull between 

two warders, the deaths by questioning, bodies fallen from the 

height of John Vorster Square, deaths by dehydration, babies 

degutted by enteritis in 'places' of banishment, the lights beating 

all njght on the faces of those in cells [ ... ] you don't know what I 

saw [ ... ]. (80,208) 


This struggle of Rosa's family and friends, and Rosa herself, is a 

microcosm of anti-apartheid movements. 

After Lionel Burger and his wife, Cathy Burger's death, their daughter, 

Rosa wishes to stay away from what she has been doing so far, that is, secretly 

working for her imprisoned parents to carry out their mission: 'I had not spoken 

[ ... ] but I felt - can't explain - released from responsibility for myself, my 

actions.' (80, 205) Instead of relieving her from sense of commitment, Rosa's 

journey to Europe sends her back to the same world of responsibilities because 

she realizes that 'I am the place in which something has occurred.' (80, 5) 

Being Lionel's daughter and an advocate of human rights, it is not possible for 

her to keep herself away from being involved in the politics of her South African 

world. 

In Rosa's desire 'to know somewhere else' (80, 185), that is, to 

go away from South Africa, Gordimer projects the devastating capacity of 
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apartheid to break down people psychologically. In her departure, Rosa 

admits her inability to take any longer the injustices people live through in 

her South Africa. The sight of a beaten donkey on the road helps her to 

define her misery: 

I didn't see the whip. I saw agony. Agony that came from terrible 
centre seized within the group of donkey, cart, driver and people 
behind him. [ ... ] Not seeing the whip, I saw the infliction of pain 
broken away from the will that creates it; broken loose, a force 
existing of itself, ravishment without the ravisher, torture without 
the torturer, rampage, pure cruelty gone beyond control of the 
humans who have spent thousands of years devising it. (80,208) 

Rosa notices that the 'pain was no shock' to the donkey. She didn't stop 

the black man from beating the donkey, though she 'could have stood 

between them and the suffering - the suffering of the donkey: 'What 

more can one do?' (80,208) Rosa reflects: 'If somebody's going to be 

brought to account, I am accountable for him, to him, as he is for the 

donkey.' Rosa leaves South Africa because she doesn't 'know how to 

live in Lionel's country' which is a world of rigid boundaries. (80,210) 

Brandt Vermeulen, Rosa's influential contact in the Afrikaner government 

reveals to her how much South Africa has been 'beleaguered by hostile 

states on her own borders': it 'imprisons and detains only those who 

actively threaten her safety from within.' As an Afrikaner, Brandt believes 

in 'ethnic advancement, separate freedoms, multilateral development, 

plural democracy.' Therefore, Rosa contacts him in 'a place where a 

meeting is possible between those for whom skin is an absolute value 

and those for whom it is not a value at all.' (80, 194-195) Rosa and 

Brandt don't make their meetings public for the fear of their respective 
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communities. They don't trust each other's friends either. They know that 

South African society divides them in restricted social identities. Rosa 

finds her way out of this confined South African world, and manages, 

with Brandt's help, to get out of the country after her parent's death in 

prison. 

In order to bring Rosa out of her marginality in her South African 

world, Gordimer makes her visit Europe, the world outside and then 

brings her back to the same life but with broadened sympathy and 

understanding of the apartheid situation this time. During a gathering 

held by women organization for human rights in South Africa, Rosa finds 

the attitudes of the participants 'too comfortable - too marginal' (BD, 

201) towards the problems of their country. Till then, Rosa has been 

looking for personal freedom in her South African world which, she 

realizes, is not possible until she fights back against the apartheid 

system in her society. 

Burger's Daughter is an appropriate point of departure from the 

rhythm in which Gordimer has produced her novels after 1960; The Late 

Bourgeois World, A Guest of Honour, and The Conservationist explore 

characters' sense of commitment to the issues of race and identity in 

their South African life whereas Burger's Daughterfocuses on the 

processes of personal and public struggle that the protagonist and her 

family have to experience in their fight against apartheid. One after 

another, these novels retrace the intensified impact of apartheid on 

characters in their everyday life. They feel themselves trapped and 
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crushed between the white and the black worlds, torn apart by the 

pressure to survive in harsh environment in the 1960s and 1970s South 

Africa. 

These works show the continuity of a pattern that is followed in 

the early fiction; the characters are led to "borderland" experiences 

through physical situations and psychological encounters which make 

them aware of the forceful working of apartheid in their South African 

lives. The plot in Gordimer's fiction written after 1960 too, is constructed 

through frontier situations in characters' lives which provide them with an 

opportunity not only to go through the experience of apartheid but also to 

work towards bringing change and transformation in their South African 

society . 

.. As in the novels, the theme of "borderland" in Gordimer's short 

stories written after 1960 takes on a new form. The construction of 

physical "borderland" situations and psychological "borderland" 

encounters continues in the pattern of dual development in action and 

characterization, but with a difference. In the early fiction, the characters 

transform in themselves after their encounter with apartheid. For 

instance, in 'Good Climate, Friendly Inhabitants', from the col/ection Not 

for Publication (1965), a middle-aged white woman is rescued by a black 

man from exploitation by a younger white man with whom she had a 

physical relationship for some time. Gordimer creates a link between the 

black man and the white woman both through the communication they 

share with each other and th rough the marginal social positions they 
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occupy. In stories like, 'A Chip of Glass Ruby', from the same collection 

Not for Publication (1965), Gordimer attempts to examine acts of political 

resistance in South Africa through the context of a marriage. An Indian 

woman, Mrs. Bamjee is a political activist for the rights of the blacks in 

the story. Her husband is upset at her arrest; he goes through a process 

of suffering and anxiety which makes him realize his wife's value as a 

person, not only to himself and the family but also to the wider 

community. Similarly, in 'Some Monday for Sure', from the same 

collection Not for Publication (1965), Josias's optimistic spirit at his 

partially successful hold-up of a truck carrying dynamite is set against the 

hardships and disappointments which he and his wife Emma face during 

the process of their political involvement. The story suggests that the 

struggle for South African liberation will not be without enormous pain to 

individuals - the trials the couple go through in their love for each other 

and in their hope and effort for a better South Africa. Except for a few 

narratives such as 'Son-in-law', 'A Company of Laughing Faces', 'The 

Pet', and 'Tenants and the Last Tree-House' (1965) which describe petty 

incidents of everyday life, most of these short stories, from the 

collections Not for Publication (1965), Livingstone's Companions (1972) 

and A Soldier's Embrace (1980), present history and identity issues 

through "borderland" situations in characters' lives such as 'Native 

Country' (1965), 'A Hunting Accident', 'Oral History', and 'You Name it'. 

(1980) 
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In 'The African Magician', another story from the collection Not for 

Publication (1965), the story revolves around European passengers' 

returning to African colonies with their wives and children from their 

home in Belgium. Their 'white' boat makes a stopover at river stations in 

the Congo River. (Magician, 247) The white passengers notice a huge 

difference between their luxurious life at the boat and the 'stopping 

places': 'our contribution to the shore [ ... ] which were not industrialized 

[ ... ] looks as strange as a space-ship from Mars might, set down in a 

city.' (Magician, 251) A white passenger who looks forward to his 

retirement in two years comments on Africa: 'Lot of Bloomin' nothing, 

eh? Country full of nothing. Bush, bush, trees, trees.' (Magician, 246) A 

police officer's wife notices a scribble chalked on the barge below the 

boat. It hailed the coming of the country's independence from white 

man's rule. She says: "'They are mad, truly. They think they can run a 

country'. They are just like monkeys, you know. We've taught them a few 

tricks. Really, they are monkeys out from there.'" (Magician, 248) 

The main action in the story is set in magic shows which are 

organized for the entertainment of white passengers on board at a 

stopover. A black magician performs magic tricks at eighty francs for the 

white 'gentlemen' and seventy francs for the white 'ladies.' The white 

audience don't find the black magician impressive and complain: 'It's too 

much, too expensive." [ ... ] 'You can't charge eighty francs for only half 

an hour. Is this all he knows?' (Magician, 254) They feel cheated and 

fooled by the black magician: 
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It was clear that most of the people did not like to be done down, it 
was a matter they prided themselves on - not to be done down, 
even by blacks, whom they didn't expect to have the same 
standards about these things and whom they thought of as 
thievish anyway. (Magician, 255) 

Most of the white audience are not willing to patronize or 'make special 

allowances for these people, simply because they were black': 

If they chose, as they had, to enter into activity governed by 
Western values, whether it was conjuring or running a twentieth
century state, they must be done the justice of being expected to 
fulfill their chosen standards. (Magician, 255) 

For them, the blacks are people who 

[ ... ] managed to scramble aboard, to our eyes dressed in their 
sleek wet blackness, hid their penises between their closed thighs 
with exactly that instinct that must have come to Adam when he 
was cast out of the Garden. (Magician, 251) 

However, one young white woman enjoys the magician's presentation. 

She takes part in a display of his magic and likes the experience: 'It's 

wonderful! You should try! Like a dreamy feeling ... really!' Through 

stepping into the black magician's world of action, the young woman 

comes to see beyond her white perspective on African magic. But her 

white companions disapprove of her voluntary participation because 'one 

of the disciples might have come before Christ like that. There was the 

peace of absolute trust in it. It stirred a needle of fear [ ... ] To see it was 

beautiful would make us [the white people] dangerous.' (Magician, 258) 

Similar to the young white woman's experience of crossing 

physical and mental barriers in 'The African Magician' (1965), Mannie 

Swemmer in 'Abroad' from the collection Livingstone's Companions 

(1972) discovers a life beyond apartheid by crossing the border between 
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South Africa and Northern Rhodesia, renamed Zambia after 

independence from the colonizers in 1970. This visit to a sovereign 

African country opens up a chain of new experiences for him: 'There 

were quite a few nicely-dressed natives about, behaving themselves [ ... ] 

And eve'rywhere, Europeans in cars. "Ah, but the old trees are still going 

strong!'" (Abroad, 282-283) This reflects upon the political scenario of the 

1970s when the whites reluctantly started to formally accept the blacks 

as "natives" and themselves as "settlers" thus enforcing perennial 

discrimination on racial grounds. Mannie mocks at the birth of Zambia: 

'Gambia, Zambia! These fancy names, with the new kaffir government' 

thus affirming the crude race consciousness of the white people in Africa. 

(Abroad, 278) 

Born in Bontebokspruit and proud of his Scottish origins in South 

Africa, Mannie has contributed a great deal in the construction of 

Northern Rhodesia through his services in the public sector in early 

1930s. At the Zambian border, he notices two officers, one English and 

the other, a black man in the same uniform. In the hotel, he is offered a 

room to share with an Indian businessman from abroad as no rooms are 

available due to the anniversary of the new country. Mannie then visits a 

bar and finds people of various origins socializing together under the 

same roof. A young black man, Thompson Gwebo gives him back the 

South African two rand note which, by mistake, falls out of Mannie's 

pocket on the bar floor. Obliged, Mannie offers him a drink. During 

conversation, it emerges that Thompson is brother of one of the Under 
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Ministers in Zambia and has previously studied in South Africa. 

Thompson now works for the Ministry of Local government in the new 

country. As Mannie and Thompson communicate about past experiences 

of their lives in Africa, the hooligans in the pub interrupt their 

conversation. Thompson has to drive them away with the help of two 

black policemen in 'white gloves.' (Abroad, 290) From the pub, Mannie 

comes back late to the hotel and is not let into the room by the Indian. He 

is now offered a room that is empty but which is usually shared by the 

blacks in the hotel. Mannie strongly objects to this arrangement: 

The coolie, alright, I didn't say anything. But don't put me with an 
African, now, man! I mean. I've only just got here, give me a bit of 
time. You can't expect to put me in with a native, right away, first 
thing. (Abroad, 291) 

This experience of a different life in Zambia makes Mannie aware of the 

dismantling of physical and mental barriers in the new order in Africa. 

The struggle against discrimination is summed up in a dream of 

wild imagery in 'A Lion on the Free Way' from the collection A Soldier's 

Embrace (1980). The story is about the narrator's attempt to make sense 

of his dream about a lion in the zoo. He is conscious of his incoherent 

recollections in his sleepy state of mind, in which the black man becomes 

aware of his semi-consciousness in his South African world. The narrator 

recollects his vision: 'Open up! open up! What hammered on the door of 

sleep? Who's that? [ ... ] anyone who lives within a mile of the zoo hears 

lions on summer nights. A tourist can be fooled. Africa already.' (Lion, 

24) This dream becomes a 'frontier place for the narrator to reflect upon 

the status of the blacks in the struggle against apartheid. The lion in the 
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zoo, Africa, and, the consciousness of the state of sleep blend together 

in the dream. The narrator has lately read in the newspapers about black 

men marching on the road for freedom and independence which he links 

up to the lion of his dream. The image of the black strikers fits in with the 

lion image: '[ ... J black centipede with thousands of waving legs 

advancing. The panting grows louder [ ... J he's out on the free way.' 

(Lion, 27) The most notable impulse the narrator comes across during 

the "borderland" experience in the dream is of being warned which is 

either a prophecy or a direction for the future: as the lion is the king 

amongst animals, so is the black man in Africa. 

Similarly, the protagonist's pregnancy with a baby inside her belly 

and the process of delivering him to the world in 'For Dear Life' 'from the 

same collection A Soldier's Embrace (1980) are symbolic of the birth of 

identity consciousness amongst the black people in South Africa. The 

unborn baby listens to her mother's worry: 'no one will know who you 

are; not even you. Only we, who are forgetting each other, will know who 

you never were. Even possibilities pass. I don't cry and I don't bleed.' 

(FDL, 71) Here, the dream in 'A Lion On The Free Way' (1980) is 

replaced by the vision of an unborn child. He is affected by the harsh 

realities of his mother's outer world whilst still inside her womb. He feels 

for the revelation of his mother's expectation of a secure future, thus 

signifying a sense of identity and involvement with the place to which he 

will belong after his birth. The unborn is both the victim and the survivor 

who enters the human world with a sense of commitment; 'I begin again': 
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In my swollen sex, obscene for my size, in my newly-pressed-into
shape cranium containing the seed-pearls of my brain cells, in my 
minute hands creased as bank-notes or immigration papers [ ... ] 
meeting violence with violence, casting myself out like Jonah from 
the heaving host whale [ ... ] swimming for dear life [ ... ] Behind me, 
the torn membranes of my moorings [ ... ] I find eyes [ ... ] the 
ancient Mediterranean sun smithereens against me.' (FDL, 72) 

In 1976, the black students in the Soweto township protested against 

inferior education and the use of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in 

schools. (Schrire, 1992,227) The process of the baby's coming from one 

world to another in the story is descriptive of the transitory era before the 

Soweto uprisings in which the blacks moved away from passive 

resistance towards an active struggle against apartheid. 

The protagonists in Gordimer's fiction written after 1960 are thus 

the product of 'frontier' (Heywood, 1983, 24) situations which produce 

peculiar psychological pressures for them in their South African lives. In 

Bhabha's terms, the "borderland" encounters with apartheid lead them to 

rethink about 'questions of identity, social agency and national affiliation' 

(Bhabha, 1994, 1) for their future course of life in South Africa. For 

Bhabha, such agencies are open to a continuous process of redefining 

themselves and are replaced by new forms of belonging in multicultural 

communities such as South Africa. This process of transformation 

intensifies into revolutionary spirit through the characters' physical and 

psychological experiences of apartheid in the 1980s and the 1990s. 
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CHAPTER 4: TOWARDS LIBERATION 

This chapter concludes the discussion on Nadine Gordimer's 

presentation of physical "borderland" situations and psychological 

"borderland" encounters in July's People (1981), A Sport of Nature 

(1987), My Son's Story (1990), None to Accompany Me (1994), the 

novella, Something Out There (1984), and selected short stories from 

her collection, Jump (1991). 

Gordimer's fiction of the later years depict the social and political 

climate of the liberation era in a succession of intimate glimpses of the 

white and the black worlds in South Africa. The Pass laws were repealed 

in 1986, violence escalated and a nationwide state of emergency 

prevailed. The ban on political parties which struggled against apartheid 

in South Africa such as the ANC and the PAC was lifted by the Afrikaner 

government in 1990. The subsequent release of political prisoners, 

including Nelson Mandela, paved the way for the political dialogue which 

put an end to the thirty years old armed struggle of the ANC. Secret 

government funding of Inkatha and its allied Labour Movement, The 

United Workers' Union of South Africa, was exposed by the Weekly Mail 

in 1991. It revealed the government's plot to divide and rule the blacks in 

South Africa. Black majority rule was established after the ANC won the 

first free general elections in 1994. 

Gordimer continued her exploration of racial tension and conflict 

in her fiction of the later years. The revolutionary scenario of the 1980s 

and early 1990s is presented as a world of transition in later short 
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stories. Similarly, physical "borderland" situations and psychological 

"borderland" encounters exist in variable form in Gordimer's later novels. 

They reveal a shift in Gordimer's vision from radicalism towards her 

prophetic view that revolution was unavoidable. 

In 'Amnesty', from the collection Jump (1991), Gordimer 

composes the individual and the community struggle against apartheid 

into one fibre in the story. It describes the social, political, economic and 

moral struggle of black freedom fighters and their families. Amnesty is 

granted to the narrator's husband. This doesn't relieve her family, her 

people and herself from their immediate problems; what the black people 

need more than amnesty is freedom - freedom from discrimination, 

ignorance, poverty and exploitation in their South African world. Her 

husband makes her realize the significance of knowledge and 

awareness: 'Our ignorance is the way we are kept down, this ignorance 

must go.' (Amnesty, 251) 

A symbolical image in the relationship of earth, sky and sea runs 

through the story till the end. The blacks are struggling for a piece of their 

own land and for its achievement, they look to the sky that provides a 

limitless joy and promise of freedom to them. The narrator's husband, 

before going to the jail, 'was signed up to work [ ... ] ... in a construction 

company - building glass walls up to the sky.' This suggests the 

beginning of a dream about 'freedom for the blacks. They are ready to 

make the journey over the sea which stands for struggle and adventure, 

and for openness and roughness to make them strong enough to 
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achieve their goal of freedom. The narrator's husband is irnprisoned on 

an island which represents the connection of the earth with the sky as 

well as with the sea: 'There was the sea ... all the way to the sky.' 

(Amnesty, 249-250) The sky appears to have various colours, blue, 

brown, green, white, black, pink, and gray which suggests that the 

blacks, like these different colours, have now become aware of their own 

existence and can judge the conditions developing around them. The 

narrator reveals: 

The sun behind me is changing the colours of the sky [ ... ] 
Underneath is a bar of gray, not enough to make rain. It gets 
longer and darker, it grows [ ... ] There is a huge gray rat moving 
across the sky, eating the sky. (Amnesty, 257) 

The fundamental right to self-determination has taken the form of a 'huge 

gray rat' on the South African horizon which can now destroy everything 

that comes in its way. The narrator in the story is 'aware' of the things 

that happen around her: 'my mother sings but I don't; I think [ ... ] I've 

been thinking we haven't got a home because there wasn't time ... Now I 

have understood that.' (Amnesty, 254) She now knows that she and her 

black people have been politically and economically discriminated 

against by the white community. She visualizes the violence ahead and 

waits for peace - peace inside and peace outside. 

Similar personas of characters can be found in the stories 'Home' 

and 'Com rades', from the collection Jump (1991 ). An active interaction 

between the process of realization and transformation is at work in their 

lives. The protagonist in 'Home' becomes an activist in politics who 

successfully smuggles out notes 'from the cell where her brother and 
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mother are jailed. The whole process of their imprisonment changes her 

from a "progressive" individual to a committed activist. (Home, 125) 

Similarly, Mrs.Telford of 'Comrades' who is on the committee of white 

and black activists entertains hungry black youths of the ANC at her 

home. She realizes that those youths are on the way or in the process of 

becoming violent activists. 

This future scenario is captured in Gordimer's novella Something 

Out There (1984). It focuses on saboteurs in action within South Africa in 

the 1980s. In revealing fear and anxiety in the lives of the white residents 

in Johannesburg, Gordimer comments on the political atmosphere of the 

time: 

Whatever it was, it made a nice change from the usual sort of news, 
these days. Nothing but strikes, exchanges of insults between factions of 
what used to be a power to be relied on, disputes over boundaries that 
had been supposed to divide peace and prosperity between all, rioting 
students, farmers dissatisfied with low prices, consumers paying more 
for bread and mealie-meal, more insults - these coming in the form of 
boycotts and censures from abroad, beyond the fished-out territorial 
waters. (Something, 119) 

The white saboteurs in the novella manage to escape the police raid whilst the 

black activists get arrested and killed in later encounters with the Afrikaner 

authorities. The action is built out of the story of a predator that is at large in the 

white suburbs. There is a similarity between the acts of sabotage by the 

activists and the adventures of the baboon at large; both contribute violence 

and destruction to the white community in Johannesburg. The Sunday paper 

reports about the baboon as a 'wild animal' and a 'black' thing. For some white 

people, it is a 'Chimpanzee', for others, it is 'just a large monkey.' (Something, 

126) But it is, in reality, an Umkhonto activity: disguised as an Australian white 
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couple and their two black servants, its activists quietly plan the demolition of a 

power station near Johannesburg. The story reveals that the newspapers in 

South Africa are prohibited by 'section 4 of the protection of Information Act 

1982 and section 29 of the Internal Security Act 1982' to report the news of the 

predator with 'censure.' (Something, 196) The Klopper family of Afrikaners get a 

shock at the revelation that they have provided lodging to the saboteurs. The 

activists with Afrikaner and European identities (Anna and Charles Rosser) and 

with their acquired Australian accents are able to get away with their 

movements of sabotage at the heart of the white suburban community. A similar 

scenario is presented in 'Some Are Born to Sweet Delight', from the collection 

Jump (1991), when the protagonist, Veera gets pregnant by a foreigner, a 

lodger at her parents' house who turns out to be a terrorist carrying explosives 

for sabotage activities in and around the country. 

'Once Upon a Time', from the same collection Jump (1991), captures the 

revolutionary scenario of the 1980s. A white boy receives a book of fairytales as 

a Christmas present from his grandmother. She warns the boy and his parents 

to be vigilant about the outsiders, though they have a trustworthy black maid 

and a black gardener working for them in the house. Security measures are 

taken against the riots in the town by putting razor-teeth blades on top of the 

wall surrounding the house. Whilst pretending to be 'the Prince' of a fairytale 

story, 'who braves the terrible thicket of thorns to enter the palace and kiss the 

Sleeping Beauty back to life', the boy climbs the razor-edged wall and cuts 

himself with resulting bleeding. (Once Upon, 30) The story suggests that even 



155 


bedtime stories for children cannot escape the intrusion of current South African 

life. 

Continuing the early pattern, the mental probing over apartheid's 

last years appears in Gordimer's later short stories. At different levels, 

the characters break down with shame and embarrassment, and at the 

same time, the process of mental probing leads them to struggle for 

change and transformation in South African society. In 'Keeping Fit', from 

the same collection Jump (1991), the white protagonist, during his early 

morning run, encounters a disturbing murder scene, the killing of a black 

person from the ANC by InKatha activists. In order to save his own life, 

he crosses the 'fence', into the 'wrong side', the black quarters. He 

comes to know the impossibility of staying unaffected by the political and 

social scenario in South Africa. This discovery is made through his act of 

crossing the fence, the boundary between his white and the black world. 

This complements Bhabha's idea of crossing the boundaries to visit the 

other side of life, the 'beyond' (Bhabha, 1994, 7) which helps the 

individual to know differences amongst cultures, and which leads to a 

new identity for one's self in society. 

Long before the 'shock' at the realization of the black world, the 

'mould in which his own dimensions were defined', he begins his run in 

an unusual way: 

Sometimes he took a circuitous route back but this was the 
outward limit. Not quite a highway, the road divided the territory of 
Alicewood, named for the daughter of a real estate developer, 
from Enterprise Park, the landscaped industrial buffer between the 
suburb and the black township whose identity was long 
overwhelmed by a squatter camp which had spread to the 
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boundary of the industries and, where there was vacant ground, 
dragged through these interstices its detritus of tin and sacking, 
ablJtting on the highway. Someone - the municipality - had to put 
up a high corrugated metal fence to shield passing traffic from the 
sight. (KF, 229-230) 

Running along the fence, he notices divisions in every sphere of life: 'The 

cock-crow sounds from over there behind the fence, a place which itself 

has come about defying context, plan, definition, confusing the peasant's 

farmyard awakening with the labourer's clock-in at the industries close 

by.' (KF, 231) The fence in the story is a 'barrier' which is there to 

prevent the white man from getting into the 'wrong side', that is, the black 

man's world. But suddenly 'the road was no longer the sure boundary 

between that place and his suburb' because the' metal fence had 

collapsed under the pressure of shelters' and there 'were no more 

factory buildings but the shanties occupied the land.' (KP, 231-233) 

As the white protagonist in the story steps into the black quarters, 

looking for his safety, he becomes very conscious of his white identity. 

Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks describes the lived experiences of the 

black people whose body image is associated with the absence of 

human value through the white racial reading of the colonial world. 

(Fanon, 1967, 138-140) Quite oppositely, it is the black experience, here, 

which reveals the similar impact; the white protagonist in the story is 

uncomfortable when 'two black children and a black man stared at him': 

A white man! He felt himself only to be a white man, no other 
identity, no other way to be known: to pull aside a sack and say, 
I'm in brokerage, give his name, his bona fide address - that was 
nothing, these qualifications of his existence meant nothing. (KF, 
233) 
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Gordimer seems to be confirming her comments when, in her interview 

with Diana Loercher, she revealed the falsity of the notion that the native 

is exotic in the white South African world: 

I realize that my sense that they were exotic was completely false. 
It was the other way around. I was the exotic element [ ... ] but if 
you fall into that colonial situation you simply accept that you are 
there ruling the earth'. (Loercher, 1979, 98) 

This justifies Stuart Hall's notion of historical 'positioning' (Hall, 1996, 

445) of identities that shift over a period of time. Gordimer leads the 

white protagonist in the story to recognize such politics of identity in his 

set of circumstances. 

On his way back, the white protagonist thinks of thanking the 

black woman with some money for providing shelter to him in her shack 

until the danger is over. But it pricks his conscience for behaving as a 

coward in the face of a riot. He is ashamed of his act of hiding in the 

black woman's shack. He recalls her finding him foolish: 'What do you 

want to come near this place for [ ... J 'he heard something else: is there 

nowhere you think you can't go, does even this rubbish dump belong to 

you if you need to come hiding here, saving your skin.' (KF, 236) He 

contemplates the whole incident: 

That's how it will happen, always happen everywhere! Keep away. 
They came over him, not after him, no, but making him join them. 
At first he didn't know it, but he was racing with them after blood, 
after the one who was to lie dying in the road. That's what it really 
means to be caught up, not to know what you are doing, not to be 
able to stop, say no! - that awful unimagined state that has been 
with you all the time. (KF, 238) 

Arriving home, he finds a chick trapped in a drainpipe. The noise 

of the trapped bird acts as a reminder of his own recent experience of 
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being trapped in the black world. He wants his little sons to get the chick 

out but his wife 'said, just wait for it to die.' He closes his eyes but listens 

to the 'cheeping' sound which conveys a message to him: 'Die, it would 

not die. In another darkness the most insignificant of fragments of life 

cried out, kept crying out.' (KF, 242) The action in the story becomes 

alive with the protagonist's experience of a set of events w~lich pricks his 

conscience and breaks him down in shame and embarrassment. 

In Gordimer's fiction, mental probing remains a necessary stage 

for transformation in her protagonist's perspective upon himself and on 

his South African life as in 'Jump', 'from the collection Jump (1991). The 

plot in the story is set in a white terrorist's recollection of his recent past 

with a deep sense of regret for his wrong-doings against his fellow 

countrymen. A sense of guilt overshadows the white man's personality 

when he reflects back on his life: '- all at once, reeled up as the tape is 

filling its left cylinder on rewind - the experience that explained 

everything he had ever done since.' (Jump, 8) Apprenticed as 

draughtsman to an architect, the white man in the story is detained for 

five weeks in a dirty cell by the black regime because he is thought to be 

'an imperialist spy.' (Jump, 8) Later, he joins a secret organization to 

restore white rule through compliant black proxies. He is haunted by his 

act of destruction and exploitation of black people: 'horror' fills the 

vacuum in his personality 'trickling, growing, mounting, rolling, swelling.' 

(Jump, 13) 
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Dominic Head defines Gordimer's later fiction as 'an examination 

of the construction of identities' (Head, 1994, 122) which was a 

significant aspect of the apartheid history in South Africa. In 'Jump', 

crossing of social and economic barriers physically and mentally makes 

the white protagonist aware of his status from being a 'single figure' to 

the position of 'the hero', and then to be 'the criminaL' (Jump, 3) In his 

reflection upon himself, he discovers that his identity as a terrorist is 

'positioned' in a set of circumstances but it is not, as Stuart Hall 

expresses it, 'necessarily armour-plated against other identities' (Hall, 

1987,45-46); in the beginning of the story, the curtains are not allowing 

the sunlight to come inside the room. This suggests the white man's 

preoccupation with his identity as a criminal whilst in the end, he himself 

draws the curtains signifying that he is willing to repent for his crime. The 

jump from one state of identity to another brings him to come to terms 

with himself. In the portrayal of this marginalized status of a white man in 

his own as well as in the black community, Gordimer portrays the 

dilemma of alienation and identity crisis which affected both 

communities. 

As in early short stories and novels, Gordimer's later fiction also 

shows a continuity of the pattern in Gordimer's development of action 

and characterization. The characters are led to live through a life of 

marginality either in exile or at home which grooms them into discovering 

new roles of life thus initiating new identities for themselves. For 

instance, the protagonist in 'Jump' is defined in Gennep's fashion: he 
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'grew up [ ... ] as an adolescent he bonded with his peers through joining 

the parachute club, and he jumped - the rite of passage into manhood.' 

(Jump, 7) Gordimer creates such passages for her characters in her 

fiction which 'may get' them 'to other banks' as regards to their South 

African world. This boundary becomes a 'bridge' which 'gathers as a 

passage that crosses' (Bhabha, 1994,4) thus bringing into light the 

articulation of such ethnocentric ideas so that people who believe in 

them can have an opportunity to initiate new identities for themselves. 

Also, it is, in Bhabha's terms, the 'beyond' (Bhabha, 1994,4) which 

intervenes to establish a boundary in characters' lives in Gordimer's later 

fiction as in her eighth novel, July's People (1981), revealing Bhabha's 

idea of interstitial existence, that is, the passage between racial 

polarities. So liminal zones in Gordimer's fiction are peripheral positions 

in marginal spaces where new exciting and empowering forms of identity 

may be articulated. 

The action in July's People (1981) is built upon a state of 

emergency that occurs in the lives of characters when a revolution and 

military invasion occurs in South Africa. In the novel, a scenario is 

created in which the areas occupied by the whites in Johannesburg and 

in neighbouring African countries are under armed attack by black 

activists. It is a futuristic novel which features an emergence of black 

power in South Africa. The white Smales family - Maureen, Bam and 

their two children - escape death at the hands of black revolutionaries 
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with the help of their houseboy, July, who provides shelter for them in his 

own village. 

On their arrival, the chief of the village wants to learn from them 

how to shoot because he previously did not own a gun. He wants to fight 

back with weapons if displaced from his place this time. The chief is not 

sure about Bam Smales' answer that 'I don't shoot people', and there 

appears a 'short disgusted snort from the black man; a backwash of 

laughter.' (JP, 120) This breaking of social and race barriers cannot be 

overlooked by the Smales in their present set of circumstances. Besides, 

confrontations between Maureen and July reveal the illusory nature of 

trust between them and the ludicrousness of Maureen's claims to know 

him well. Despite the fact that July has worked for Maureen in 

Johannesburg for fifteen years, she does not trust him with the car keys 

in his own village. And this irritates July; for him, it is like taking part in a 

structure of massive and hurtful inequity. The shallowness of Maureen's 

trust and intimacy is appalling for July. It unfolds a relation of 

manipulation between them: 

He had stopped instantly the blinking pantomime of derision. He 
might take her by the shoulders; they stepped across fifteen years 
of no-man's land, her words shoved them and they were together, 
duelists who will feel each other's breath before they turn away to 
the regulation number of paces, or conspirators who will never 
escape what each knows of the other. Her triumph dissembles in 
a face at once open, submissive, eyes emptied for a vision to 
come, for them both. (JP, 72) 

This shows the presence of cruel and explosive undersides in the 

enforced quasi-intimacy between them. It also reveals the complexity of 

the relationship between them in the new circumstances: Maureen's 
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attempt to set up some equality between them and yet her reversion to 

an authoritative manner. July relishes his new-found power to decide on 

the Smales' fate, and yet he insists on remaining within the code of being 

their servant. Later, when Bam wants to know from July about the 

headman whom he meets on their way to see the chief, July appears 

even more irritable: 

It seemed always to amuse July to be the mentor, as if he didn't 
take too seriously a white's wish to comprehend or faculty of 
comprehension for what he had never needed to know as a black 
had the necessity to understand, take on, the white people's laws 
and ways. (JP, 112) 

This makes both Maureen and Bam unclear about whether July is their 

saviour or servant. July is not able to drop the use of word 'madam' (JP, 

96) for Maureen and 'master' (JP, 71) for Bam despite their telling him 

notto do so. However, he himself has had no objection to the change of 

his name from Mwawate to July by the Smales for their convenience in 

their previous life. 

Through language, Gordimer attempts to restore the black man's 

dignity in his African world. Maureen shows 'special consideration she 

had known for his [July's] dignity as a man, while he was by definition a 

servant, would become his humiliation itself, the one thing there was to 

say between them that had any meaning.' (JP, 98) Maureen goes further 

in saying: 

If I offended you, if I hurt your dignity ... if she had never before 
used the word 'dignity' to him it was not because she didn't think 
he understood the concept, didn't have any - it was only the term 
itself that might be beyond his grasp of the language. (JP, 72) 
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Maureen's communication in English, the white man's language, fails 

when July towards the end breaks into his own language. 

July's People describes the social and industrial unrest and the 

strikes of the early 1980s as a 'chronic state of uprising all over the 

country.' (JP, 2) In 1980, as the Industrial Relations Act 1979 recognized 

the formation of African trade unions, countrywide protests by the blacks 

erupted in South Africa over wages, rents, bus fares and education. The 

year 1980 is also significant for the ANC's sabotage attacks on South 

Africa's oil-from-coal installations at Sasolburg. (Schrire, 1992, 228) In 

the novel, the chief of the village wonders at the Smales running away 

from Johannesburg: 'He means he wants to hear - from an eyewitness

white - what it is that has taken place at last, after three-hundred-and-fifty 

years, between black people and white people'. (JP, 116) Removed from 

their familiar surroundings, the Smales family is displaced into African 

life. Through their experiences of dispossession of their belongings such 

as keys and a gun, Gordimer penetrates into questions of displacement 

and suffering which the blacks had lived through, for centuries. This also 

sheds light on the prospect of snatching power and control of the African 

world from the whites. 

The novel offers syrnbolical portents of the change to come in 

South Africa from the urgent revolutionary perspective of the early 

1980s. 'I live at 6,000 feet', wrote Gordimer in 1983, 'in a society whirling, 

stamping, swaying with the force of revolutionary change.' (Gordimer, 

21) The novel begins with this push towards a change in South African 
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life: 'People in delirium rise and sink, rise and sink, in and out of lucidity 

[ ... ] The vehicle was the fever. Chattering metal and raving dance of 

loose bolts [ ... ].' (JP, 3) The action in the novel is set in a society which 

lies between two orders. An imagined 'interregnum' forms a state of 

disintegrated consciousness and contradictions: The interregnum is not 

only between two social orders but between two identities, one known 

and discarded, the other unknown and undetermined.' (Gordimer, 1983, 

21) This is presented in the destabilization of the white Smales family 

and the black revolutionary uprising, and the state of larger political world 

in a process of transformation in South Africa. In the epigraph to July's 

People, Gordimer comments on this political atmosphere in Antonio 

Gramsci's words: The old is dying and the new can not be born; in this 

interregnum there arises a great diversity of morbid symptoms.' (JP, 1) 

Maureen's running towards the sound of the helicopter at the end of the 

novel is a sign of interregnum thinking. At the same time, 'her flight from 

her family, her past and July reveals a radical collapse of identity [ ... ] the 

flight reveals a total inability (of Maureen) to live with the present.' 

(Smith, 1984, 97-98) For Clingman, however, Maureen 'is running from 

old structures and relationships [ ... ] she is also running towards her 

revolutionary destiny.' (1986, 203-204) 

July's People is the first novel in which Gordimer depicts the 

decline of white supremacy in South Africa; it is presented in Maureen's 

losing control over July in a world beyond her compartmentalized South 

African life. Also, in her refuge at July's village, Maureen discovers 'the 
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final illusion of white innocence' (Smith, 1984, 93) that existed amongst 

her white community. She represents the view that the liberals had 

reduced themselves to the position of making judgments only and 

whenever it came to taking practical steps towards the construction of a 

better society in South Africa, they had been unable to do so. And this 

inability of theirs could no longer be hidden from the outside world: 'It's 

like when you tell a story showing your importance or erudition and get 

caught out.' Maureen recollects her husband, Bam's conduct during a 

committee session held for Architects' International Awards ceremony: 

Most of us couldn't speak Spanish so the discussions were carried on in 
French - showing that you must be able to speak French, as this was no 
problem to you. 'We each nominated our candidates, then we presented 
the laudatory argument for our choice' ... llistened to you, every time. I 
heard you. And when someone asked who your candidates were, you 
couldn't answer. Couldn't remember! Had to fluff. Because what really 
happened was you simply enjoyed the importance of being there, being 
a judge, you just supported the candidates somebody else chose. And 
so you gave that away, too. You were caught out. Come on. I saw it and 
so did everybody, Come on ... -. (JP, 45) 

Later in the novel, Maureen again finds Bam and herself 'caught out' at their 

son's suggestion to inform the police about the stolen gun: 'If I couldn't pick up 

the phone and call the police whom he and she despised for their brutality and 

thuggery in the life lived back there, he did not know what else to do.' (JP, 145) 

Maureen and Bam have a hostile opinion about the police, though they need 

them desperately in their present circumstances. Gordimer reveals her dislike 

for the liberal sector in South Africa which had the tendency to allow rhetoric 

and sentiment to dominate over meaningful action, its eventual self-

interested ness, its limited social vision and its capacity for self-delusion: 
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An old story that she [Maureen] had been ashamed - when she 
married her liberal young husband - of a father who had talked to 
his 'boys' in a dialect educated blacks who'd never been down a 
shaft in their lives regarded as an insult to their culture; now he, 
the husband, was to be submitted to her being ashamed of that 
shame. (JP, 45) 

The novel shows that it is through the physical and mental "borderland" 

experiences of her characters in an interregnum scenario that Gordimer 

raises explosive questions about trust, honesty and self-knowledge of 

each other's worlds. Although Maureen transgresses the boundaries of 

the work relationship with July, she is not able to come to terms with 

July's control of their movements in the village: 'she was unsteady with 

something that was not anger but a struggle: her inability to enter into a 

relation of subservience with him that she had never had with Bam'. (JP, 

101) Besides, Maureen finds herself aimless and uninterested in the 

African life of the village. She fails to establish solidarity with the blacks 

in the village who, in turn ignore her completely, thus leading her to 

social marginality in the African world. 

Contrary to July's People, in which an African setting acts as a frontier or 

place of transition before a new dawn arises on the political scenario in the 

1980s era, home and exile experiences of people's struggle against injustices in 

the South African world are captured from a frontier or transitory moment in 

history in Gordimer's ninth novel, A Sport of Nature (1987). The action in the 

novel is focused on Hillela, a white woman who is a reckless daughter of a 

'feckless' mother. (Sport, 232) She appears on the scene as an 'adoptive 

daughter' under the guardianship of Olga, her aunt. (Sport, 12) In her school 

days, she is looked after by Pauline, her other aunt who sends her to a private 
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school with her own daughters, Carole and Sasha. Hillela's own mother, Ruthie, 

Olga's and Pauline's sister, is 'forbidden' by Hillela's father, and lives an 

unknown life with 'another man' in Mozambique. (Sport, 11) Hillela comes to 

know her mother late in life. Both of them appear indifferent in their rare 

contacts with each other. 

Since her childhood, Hillela knows that 'she was a white child, with 

choices; that was the irony of it. Young blacks had no choices, only necessity 

and plenty of ignorance about how to deal with that, in addition.' (Sport, 71) As 

a teenager, her photograph appears in a Sunday paper dancing with her school 

friend, Mandy, titled 'Go Go Dancers.' (Sport, 45) It signifies Hillela's courage to 

break the norms of her white identity. In her youth, she becomes friends with 

Don, a Cape Coloured apprentice electrician. She marries Whaila Kgomani, a 

black man and bears a daughter, Nomzami. from him. By the time the novel 

ends, Nomzami is ten years old and is sent to London for education. After 

Whaila's death, Hillela becomes the third wife of an African President, General 

Reuel. Throughout her life, Hillela actively works for the banned organizations, 

helping the blacks in their activities both underground and in exile. 

Revisiting South African history of the 1960s, A Sport of Nature 

describes the scenario when most of the activists had no alternative but 

to go into exile and struggle from there for their rights and place in their 

South African world. For them, Nairobi, Angola, and, Zaire in particular, 

became safe havens for exile. Despite the fact that the neighbouring 

African countries were on their way to independence from the white rule 

during this time, the black voice in South Africa was forcefully curbed by 
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putting the activists behind the bars. Laws against any slJch political 

activism such as the Sabotage Act 1962 and the Terrorism Act 1967 

empowered the apartheid govemment to prolong detention without trial. 

The Legislation Act 1968 outlawed multiracial political parties, which 

disbanded the Liberal Party in South Africa but paved way for the 

creation of the Black Consciousness movement under the leadership of 

Steve Biko. 

This shift towards radicalism in the political struggle against apartheid is 

narrated in parallel with the main action of the story in A Sport of Nature. For 

instance, the novel shows that the Sharpeville unarmed demonstration which 

turned into killing of the blacks by the white police in 1960 led to the creation of 

'intruders' in the African National Congress: 

I don't want to be equal with Europeans. I want them to call us 
baas. I wish I can live till we rule, I will do the same to them: I will 
send the police to demand passes from whites. Their wives are 
going to wash the clothes for our wives. We don't want to mix with 
whites, we left the African National Congress because we saw 
Europeans among IJS. We are fighting for the full rights of 
Africans. We do not fight to dance and sit with Europeans. (Sport, 
73-74) 

This summarized the thinking of The Pan Africanist Congress which 

broke off with the ANC in 1959. The ANC continued its non-anti-white 

policy and called for a national convention before South Africa was 

declared a republic in 1961. But the white republic followed the pattern 

that had emerged under the old Union of South Africa by not providing 

constitutional rights for the black majority. This led to the creation of 

Umkhonto we Sizwe, the military wing of the ANC in the same year. 

(Schrire, 1992, 225) In A Sport of Nature, Nelson Mandela is reported as 



169 

arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment in Robben Island in 1962 for 

bombings in a post office, the Resettlement Board Headquarters and the 

Bantu Affairs Commissioner's offices in Johannesburg. (Sport, 121) 

Whaila who is presented as a top Umkhonto official in the novel, states 

that the ANC was forced to fight by the intransigence of the government 

and its suppression of the Defiance Campaign of the 1950s: 

That's the stage we reached after the Defiance Campaign. The 
realization that we are forces to fight. But it doesn't make the 
campaign a failure. The Campaign simply proved that there is no 
way but to fight, because the government doesn't know how to 
respond to anything else. (Sport, 213) 

The novel depicts Umkhonto activities in foreign countries to prepare and 

launch sabotage missions in South Africa. When the first group of 

saboteurs is on its way to South Africa, Hillela asks Whaila what kind of 

targets the group is going to attack. He says: 'Military installations, power 

stations - hard targets' not people. But he adds that if the white 

government continues to kill and persecute black people in the 

townships, the ANC may later be forced to target white people 

themselves. (Sport, 241) 

Beside this presentation of history, A Sport of Nature deals with 

the theme of race, identity crisis, and the colour barrier through focusing 

upon physical relationships between the whites and the blacks in the 

South African world. Despite the fact that the laws against cohabitation 

between the whites and the blacks, and between the whites and the 

Coloureds were intensified in 1949 (Schrire, 1992, 223), marriages still 

took place between them. 'Selina Montgomery and Hillela Kgomani 
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personages in some race joke: there was this black woman married to a 

white man, and this white woman married to a black man.' (Sport, 237) 

Sensitivity towards issues of race and identity in the South African world 

is a permanent feature of Gordimer's later fiction. It can be observed in 

the conversation between Whaila and Hillela about the colour of their 

still-to-be bom baby in A Sport of Nature: 

The blackness was a glove ... something God gave you to wear. 

Underneath, you must be white like me. - Or pale brownish, it's my 

Portuguese blood. - White like me; because that's what I was told, when 

I was being taught not to be prejudiced: underneath, they are all just like 

us. Nobody said we are just like you. - [ ... ] 

If you are white, there, there's always a skin missing. They never say it. 

[ ... ] I wonder what colour the baby will come out, Whaila? 

What colour do you want? [ ... ] 

Our colour. A category that doesn't exist: she would invent it. There are 

Hotnots and half-castes, two-coffee-one-milk, touch-of-the-tar-brush, 

pure white, black is beautiful - but a creature made of love, without a 

label; that's freak. (Sport, 207-208) 


In the beginning of the novel, Gordimer quotes the Oxford English 

Dictionary for a definition of "Sport": 'Lusus naturae - Sport of Nature. A 

plant, animal, etc., which exhibits abnormal variation or a departure from 

the parental stock or type ... a spontaneous mutation; a new variety 

produced in this way.' (Sport, 7) The title of the novel A Sport of Nature 

indicates the racial complexity that was prevalent in South African 

society: people were classified into white, black, Coloured and Asiatic 

groups. Gert Prinsloo, an Afrikaner boy, Hillela recalls, is called 'the 

Boere' by the black boys at school. (Sport, 67) Hillela and Whaila do not 

wish the identity of their children to be labeled as Coloured because they 

are a "new variety" and not a "mutation" as South African terminology 

implied. 
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Earlier, Hillela's acquaintance with a Coloured man is reproached by the 

school headmistress, yet it doesn't stop Hillela from liking the man: 

She liked particularly his eyes, a greeny-grey with hair-thin 
splinters of yellow sunburst in the iris, whose charm was that they 
seemed too luminous for his sallow skin and tarnished curly hair 
like lights left burning in a room in daylight. (Sport, 17-18) 

Hillela's aunt, Pauline, questions the white man's concept of himself as humane 

in his attitude towards black life in South Africa. When Carole, her daughter 

'came home in tears' because one of the white girls at school 'had said to a 

black waiter who serves lunch in school refectory: "Don't lean your smelly arm 

over my face"', Pauline says: 

'Exactly! Idiots we've been. No possibility to buy your way out of what 
this country is. So why pay? Racism is free. Send them to a government 
school, let them face it as it's written in your glorious rule of law, 

. canonized by the church, a kaffir is a kaffir, God Save White South 
Africa.' (Sport, 28) 

Despite the fact that Pauline and her husband, Joe 'avoid segregated 

education for their son, Alexander by sending him to a school for all 

races, over the border in an independent neighboring black state' (Sport, 

27), they lack something fundamental: 'I expected them to have solutions 

but they only had questions.' (Sport, 368) This comment by Sasha, the 

imprisoned activist daughter of Pauline, describes the limits of white 

humanity in the South African world. Richard Peck in his essay 'What's a 

Poor White to do? White South African Option' (1988) suggests that 

Gordimer criticizes most strongly the liberals' inability to find a role in 

South African history, which is multi-ethnic and predominantly black. As 

the action of the novel is set in the era when 'killing is killing, violence is 

pain and death' on the South African political horizon (Sport, 87), the 
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natural death of Joe towards the end of the story signifies the 

disappearance of liberal values from the South African society. 

By compressing all the major events featured in the earlier works 

in A Sport of Nature, Gordimer gives a unified critique of apartheid in a 

magnified form. In Dominic Head's words, 'it is a book about her previous 

books.' (Head, 1994, 136) Remarkably, A Sport of Nature predicted 

radical political moves which the white government made within the very 

short period of 1989-1991. In the closing chapters of the novel, Gordimer 

depicts the release of Mandela and other political prisoners; the 

unbanning of various opposition political parties including the ANC, long 

officially regarded as a terrorist organization; and the opening up of 

dialogue between the government and its former enemies on the 

dismantling of apartheid and creation of a new South Africa. 

If A Sport of Nature presents a sweeping panorama of South 

African political history from the earliest stages of apartheid to its future 

dissolution, and the arrival of black majority rule in a non-racial state, the 

history of the apartheid era as a whole is interwoven with the story of 

personal suffering of a Cape Coloured family in Gordimer's tenth novel, 

My Son's Story (1990). It was the last of her novels to be written in the 

apartheid era. Her protagonist in the novel is a Coloured man: 

Half way between: the school teacher lived and carried out his 
uplifting projects in the community [ ... ] Not defined - and it was 
this lack of definition in itself that was never to be questioned, but 
observed like a taboo, something which no-one, while following, 
ever could admitto. (Story, 21-22) 
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In this context, Bhabha reiterates that 'the Coloured South African 

subject represents a hybridity, a difference "within", a subject that 

inhabits the rim of an "in-between" reality.' (1994, 13) In his private life, 

Sonny is happily married to Aila, a quiet, simple Coloured girl from his 

own community who bears him two children, a daughter Baby who joins 

freedom fighters in Lusaka and a son, Will, the narrator of the story. In 

his public life, Sonny is totally against the policy of violence in the 

process of uplifting the movement of 'black solidarity'. (Story, 27) As a 

Coloured man, Sonny's thoughts reflect Fanon's aspirations in his sense 

of self. Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks argues that the terms black 

and white are there not to be defined by them but to challenge and get 

beneath them. (1967,228-231) As a teacher, Sonny meditates upon the 

'distinction between black and real black' to de'fine his identity. (Story, 

25) Later, his son, William also seems to be very much conscious of the 

colour of his skin: 'Baby [his sister] was light-skinned like my mother, not 

like my father and me.' (Story, 61) But the blacks, whether light-skinned 

or dark-skinned, 'were accustomed to closeness' with each other: 

In queues for transport, for work permits, for housing allocation, 
for all the stamped paper that authorized their lives; loaded into 
over-crowded trains and buses to take them back and forth across 
the veld, fitting a family into one room, they can not keep the 
outline of space - another, invisible skin - whites project around 
themselves, distanced from each other in everything but sexual 
and parental intimacy. (Story, 110) 

In these comments over a black gathering to mourn the death of their 

nine fellow activists, where a few whites also turn up to show their 

solidarity, Gordimer reiterates the consciousness of the blacks as people 
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with their own standing who were determined to change their destiny in 

the South African world. 

Quite opposite to the blacks' customary closeness with each 

other, the whites lived in a fear of closeness with the blacks in South 

Africa. According to Fanon, the colonizers (the white man) frustrated 

their (the black man's) wish for assimilation. (Fanon, 1967,228-229) 

They guarded the boundary between the Self and the Other, even 

though their several adventures blur it significantly through contacts that 

include their physical relationships across the racial spectrum. Whenever 

the Other strove to achieve racial and cultural assimilation, the white self 

redefined its boundary, dividing the two camps to suit their whims and 

tenaciously defending it. 

My Son's Story depicts segregation as the controlling principle in 

people's life in South Africa. The movements of the blacks were 

suppressed inside South Africa, and the apartheid government restricted 

the blacks' right to visit other countries. In the novel, Sonny's passport is 

withdrawn and is never issued again. Aila, his wife is given one which 

soon comes under scrutiny and she is falsely charged under the Internal 

Security Act 1982. Will doesn't have any passport and Baby has to leave 

the country illegally. A mention of the motto 'Broederbond' (a secret 

society of Afrikaner nationalists) when Sonny is detained by the police for 

the first time is a 'bad badge' (Story, 12) and reveals much about the 

social and political atmosphere of the apartheid era. The action in My 

Son's Story is set in a moment when Sonny resists 'the 



175 

acknowledgement of any kind of disaffection in the movement' against 

apartheid because 'it was merely a means of letting the government 

smell blood' in their political life. (Story, 180) He 'believed the disaffected 

should be expelled, better spilt than a schism within.' (Story, 192) This 

ideological development portrays the frustration of most of the anti

apartheid activists who were not getting a break-through in the process 

of their non-violent struggle in the 1950s. Sonny struggles to keep the 

black solidarity from breaking down into opposing factions wh ich will 

benefit none but the apartheid government in South Africa. (Story, 263) 

Later, talk of the DPCS, that is, the Detainees' Parents Support 

Committee after Sonny's two years' imprisonment, recalls the 

revolutionary time when anti-apartheid activists were looking forward to 

the release of Nelson Mandela from prison in 1990: 'We Greet you, 

Mandela, call us ... ' The young activists, 'in the rhythm of a walking song' 

chant these words over the death of 'nine of their comrades' who have 

sacrificed their lives in the struggle. (Story, 113-115) 

AntiCipating Bhabha's construction of identity which is 'flickering, 

Sonny's 'changing identities' in My Son's Story contribute in the process 

of transformation that occurs in his private and public struggle. Although 

he 'eamed less than a white teacher with the same qualification' (Story, 

23), his family is very proud of his education and respectable position: 

He was the pride of the old people and the generic diminutive by 
which they had celebrated him as the son, the first-born male, was 
to stay with him in the changing identities a man passes through, 
for the rest of his life. (Story, 5-6) 
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As a young teacher, Sonny meditates upon his existence as a Coloured 

man in South Africa. His preoccupation with his 'inner self' makes him 

aware that 'he didn't feel himself inferior - inferior to what, to whom?' 

(Story, 23) Otherwise, he would have joined the struggle long time ago 

like his cousins who are quite active in 'their resistance movement' in 

Cape Town. (Story, 14) The Cape Coloureds formed The African Political 

Organization in 1902 and enjoyed limited voting rights till they were 

removed from the common electoral roll in 1956. As compared to other 

Coloureds, they were educated and had more opportunities to contribute 

towards the betterment of their community. (Schrire, 1992, 221-224) The 

pride in his self leads Sonny to feel 'a sense of responsibility' towards his 

people 'in another way': 'When you want to tell people something you 

have to know how to express it properly. So that they will take you 

seriously. - And they followed him.' (Story, 26) In The Location of 

Culture, Bhabha calls this state of Sonny's existence as the 'half way 

house of racial and cultural origins' that bridges the "'in-between" 

diasporic origins of the Coloured South African and turns it into the 

symbol for the disjunctive, displaced everyday life of the liberation 

struggle.' (1994, 13) 

After losing his job as a school teacher due to his political 

commitment to the African struggle, Sonny and his family move out of 

the township, 'defied the law and settled in among whites.' This idea of 

settling in a 'grey area' is to uplift their standard of living and to work 
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towards the betterment of their children's future. Will recognizes the 

significance of 'self-respect' in his father's life: 

It's been his religion, his godhead. It's never failed him, when he wanted 
to know what course to take next: his inner signpost, his touchstone. Do 
what will enable you to keep your self-respect. This is the wisdom he has 
offered to us - my sister and me. (Story, 13-14) 

But 'Needing Hannah', his white blonde girlfriend, makes it difficult for 

him to keep his self-respect in the company of his family. (Story, 61) 

When he is seen by Will in Hannah Plowman's company outside a 

cinema, Sonny behaves as if 'nothing happened' and Will also keeps it to 

himself for the sake of peace in the family. (Story, 5) But when Baby cuts 

her wrists and is found to have been taking drugs, Will comes to realize 

that his family are well aware of Sonny's affair with Hannah. 

Like her sister, Will is divided between his love for his father and 

his hate for the other side of his father who creates so much pain and 

misery in their family life. He appreciates his father's commitment to 

'liberation politics' (Story, 185) but at the same time, he finds him guilty of 

making his mother miserable in her life. It hurts Will to realize that 'my 

mother's not in the struggle so my mother is no priority' in his father's life. 

(Story, 136) Sonny, Will observes, 'lived like so many others whose 

families are fragmented in the diaspora of exile, code names, 

underground activity, people for whom a real home and attachments are 

something for others who will come after.' (Story, 265) He is not able to 

appreciate Baby's attempt to keep a family life: ' - Family life - babies - it 

does not go too well with activism like theirs. Doesn't really do, anywhere 

but particularly in exile.' (Story, 170) Will calls his father a 'bastard' in his 
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absence because he does not recognize Aila's personal sacrifice over 

his public struggle and over his alibis in the name of political commitment 

to conceal his relationship with Hannah. 

Despite the knowledge that Sonny sleeps with Hannah, Aila stays united 

with him for the sake of a better life. Baby's marriage to a freedom fighter and 

then the birth of her child provides Aila with a great comfort till her detention by 

the apartheid authorities. She visits them in Lusaka and is extremely happy to 

see her daughter well settled in her new life. Traveling to Lusaka brings about a 

significant change in Aila's life. She cuts her hair short which signifies her 

shedding of her previous submissive role in the family. She frequently stays out 

of the house which makes Sonny and Will think that she is 'becoming social 

with her own kind of friends' (Story, 178) but Will finds out that it is a 'lie', (Story, 

188) Aila is a 'revolutionary' now. (Story, 242) She reveals her aspiration for the 

blacks to access power in new South Africa: 'We're going to need qualified 

people. Bush fighters won't win the economic war. '(Story, 187): 

[She is] charged with four offences under the Internal Security Act 
[ ... ] The charges included terrorism and furthering the aims of a 
banned organization. Aila was accused of being a member of 
something called The Transvaal Implementation Machinery, 
responsible for acts of terror in the region, and connected to a 
high command named Amos SeboKeng. She was alleged to have 
acted as a courier between UmKhonto WeSizwe in neighbouring 
countries and a cell in the Johannesburg area, to have attended 
meetings where missions for the placing of explosives were 
planned, and to have concealed terrorist arms on the rented 
property where she resided illegally. (Story, 233) 

According to Bhabha, Aila invents stories of her social life and pretends 

in front of her family that she has a public life too. She does it because 

she is tired of her 'thingness', that is, her domestic role being not 
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recognized by the family as part of their joint struggle against apartheid. 

This leads her to go 'somewhere else' and do 'something else' (Bhabha, 

1994,14), that is, she comes out of her domestic image and jumps out of 

her known character for reciprocal recognition by her family as well as 

her South African society. The experience of life beyond her everyday 

life introduces Aila, in Bhabha's words, with 'a sense of the new' 

(Bhabha, 1994, 7) that articulates the future course of action for her. 

Bhabha observes: 

[As a Coloured woman, it] defines a boundary [for Aila] that is at 
once inside and outside, the insider's outsideness. The stillness 
that surrounds her, the gap in her story, her hesitation and 
passion that speak between the self and its acts - these are 
moments where the private and public touch in contingency. 
(1994,14-15) 

Here, the negating activity is the intervention of the beyond which establishes a 

boundary, a bridge where 'presencing' begins; Aila's voice is heard in her 

silence. Bhabha comments on her brave show of a life of her own: 

In her silence, she becomes the unspoken "totem" of the taboo of 
the Coloured South African. She displays the unhomely world, [ ... ] 
The silence that doggedly follows Aila's dwelling now turns into an 
image of the "interstices", the in-between hybridity of the history of 
sexuality and race. (Bhabha, 1994, 14) 

It 'captures' for her an indifferent relocation of the home and the world, 

that is, the unhomeliness which is inherent in such 'rite of extra-territorial 

and cross-cultural initiation'. Bhabha reveals his idea of unhomeliness as 

a condition of being "Coloured" in South Africa. (Bhabha, 1994, 11-13) 

Such presentation of the human action and the social world as a moment 

when something is beyond control reveals that 'to be unhomed is not to 

be homeless, nor can the 'un homely' be easily accommodated in that 
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familiar division of social life into private and public spheres.' (Bhabha, 

1994, 13) As the unhomely moment makes its way in Aila's life, she finds 

the 'measure' of her 'dwelling in a state of incredulous terror.' (Bhabha, 

1994, 9) And it is at this point that the world first shrinks and then 

expands for her enormously. The unhomely moment makes her aware of 

her suffocating life and leads her to turn her domesticity into another 

strange world. In this displacement and disorientation, the borders 

between her home and the world outside become confused and a 

paradoxical boundary gets itself established in between the spheres of 

her private and public lives. 

At her exile in Sweden, Sonny acknowledges the personal 

suffering which finally takes Aila away from him: 'Because of Hannah, 

Aila was gone. Finished off, that self that was Aila. Hannah destroyed it.' 

(Story, 243) As a representative of an international human rights 

organization in South Africa, Hannah gives moral support to Sonny's 

family during the period of his detention and imprisonment, and later, she 

is useful in finding Aila's whereabouts during her detention. But she is 

the cause of personal suffering in Sonny's family. At the realization that 

she is no match to Aila's loyalty and sacrifice towards her family and her 

community, Hannah takes a decision: 'this won't happen anymore.' 

(Story, 235) She takes up a job at the UN as a director of refugees in 

other African countries. Sonny observes that his relationship with 

Hannah is 'no flattering flirtations or one night peccadillos of manhood to 

ignore,' (Story, 189) but: 
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The biological drive of his life, which belonged with his wife and 
children he'd begotten, was diverted to his lover. He and Hannah 
begot no child; the revolutionary movement was to be their 
survivor. The excitement of their mating was for that. (Story, 241
242) 

After Hannah's departure from his life, 'Sonny is not the man he was.' 

(Story, 276) 'Taunted by the tags of passion' for Hannah and pricked by 

the voice of conscience for AHa, Sonny expresses himself in 

Shakespearean language: 'Seat at this gate that let thy folly in.' (Story, 

252) Sonny is a great 'lover of Shakespeare' though he 'never had the 

right to enter the municipal library and so did not so much as think about 

it while white people came out before him with books under their arms.' 

(Story, 12) His passion for Shakespeare leads him to name his son 

William. Like Shakespeare's characters, he is larger than real life, thus 

suffering tremendously for his actions in the end: 'nothing, nothing was 

there to stanch the longing for everything he fled.' (Story, 243) 

Towards the end of the novel, Sonny's house, like his relationship 

with Hannah, is gone but it does not kill his hope and determination to 

get his inherent right to live freely in South Africa. Sonny tells Will: 'This 

street - this whole country is ours to live in. Fire won't stop me. And it 

won't stop you.' (Story, 274) And it does not stop Will from writing his 

account of the story in spite of the fact that, as he sees it, it will never get 

published. Will says: 'I am a writer and this is my first book - that 1can 

never publish.' (Story, 177) In this realization of the force of private and 

public realities of life, Will is Gordimer's mouthpiece in raising a voice 

against censorship. During Sonny's detention, there is a word limit of five 
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hundred words for family letters. But in those letters, only 'family matters' 

can be discussed. The rest is censored by the prison authorities. (Story, 

55) 

Bhabha views My Son's Story as a landmark in Gordimer's later 

fiction, since it is the first novel in which she has moved 'beyond' 

(Bhabha, 1994, 4) her strategy of developing her plots from a white 

perspective. Also, different houses presented in the novel are symbolic 

of the compartmentalized South African society in which members of a 

Coloured family have to struggle to find a home for marginalized people 

like themselves. Gordimer attempts 'a new artistic direction' (Head, 1994, 

160) by selecting a Coloured person to be her protagonist this time. 

Clingman in History from Inside questions Gordimer's attempt to present 

the story of South Africa from the black perspective: 

Gordimer may write about blacks but there is still a crucial sense 
in which she is divided from the black world [ ... ] Gordimer, quite 
simply, is not "of' the black South African world [ ... ] This basic 
social limitation is also, in a deep sense, a historical one; an 
historical gap stands between Gordimer and the black world. 
(1986,208) 

This is true to a large extent. As compared to Peter Abrahams, Gordimer 

is inexperienced in the language and cultural habits of the Coloured 

community, but she has ventured into that arena in this novel. In her 

capacity as a white writer in South Africa, she dares to go beyond this 

historical limitation to express their peculiar destiny in her fiction. 

Where My Son's Story describes the resistance against apartheid 

through the suffering and struggle of a Coloured family, Gordimer's 

eleventh novel, None to Accompany Me {1994} focuses on Vera Stark, a 
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white lawyer who is committed in her struggle against discrimination and 

injustice towards the blacks in South Africa. The whites like Vera who 

were against apartheid in their South African society joined hands with 

the blacks in the creation of a new South Africa. Gordimer visualizes the 

future of South Africa as the emergence of a multi-racial and multi

cultural society; Vera looks after the technicalities of drafting the future 

constitution for South Africa. Didymus, once a major figure in the 

resistance, paves the way for his wife, Sibongile who makes her place as 

a political figure in new South Africa. Both come back from England into 

an extraordinary period immediately before the first non-racial election 

and the beginning of majority rule in South Africa. This projects that 

significant phase in the late 1980s and the early 1990s South Africa 

when African activists focused on getting self-determination and freedom 

for themselves from the ruling white minority, sacrificing their personal 

identities for their community's interest at large. 

The theme defined as "borderland" in the work of Bhabha 

continues to exist in action and characterization as an integral part in 

Gordimer's fiction; it inculcates itself in border lives of characters such as 

Vera in None to Accompany Me. At the same time, physical situations or 

frontier places in Gordimer's plots reveals her 'consciousness of history' 

(Clingman, 1986,224) thus signifying the juxtaposition of historical 

events with the theme of "borderland" in her fiction. The plot is composed 

with situations or events from the past and present lives of protagonists 

that define their future for them. In None To Accompany Me, the three 
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sections titled, 'Baggage', 'Transit', and 'Arrivals' keep the story moving 

from the past into the present and into the future. The action in the novel 

is built not only upon passionate relationships between characters but 

also how their past and present lives are 'determined by the struggle to 

be free'. (Story, 276) 

As an active senior member of a legal foundation, Vera works for 

the rights of the blacks in South Africa. Although she declines 'to take the 

executive directorship', yet she 'is a fixture at the Foundation.' (None, 11) 

Later, she cannot 'avoid' the title 'Deputy Director of the Legal 

Foundation' when she has 'to serve on the Technical Committee on 

Constitutional Issues' at the end of apartheid in South Africa. (None, 277) 

The action in the novel is woven through Vera's interpretation of 'forty

five' years of her own private relationships and her public partiCipation as 

a lawyer in the movement towards representation for blacks. (None, 5) 

When her soldier husband is stationed in Egypt during the War, she 

enters into a relationship with Bennet Stark who works in the English 

Department at the University. During her relationship with Ben, she once 

happens to sleep with her former husband. That is why she doesn't know 

'whether her first child, Ivan, is the son of her divorced husband or of 

Bennet Stark.' Vera leaves her 'wartime job' as a secretary, takes up a 

part-time law study programme at the University and makes her services 

available for a legal foundation. (None, 17) After twelve years of her 

marriage with Ben, Vera gives birth to a daughter, Annick. Despite her 

marriage with Ben, she enters into a brief sexual affair with a German, 
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Otto Abarbanel because 'Ben had taught her that the possibilities of 

. eroticism were beyond experience with one man, then this meant that 

the total experience of love-making did not end with him.' Sexual activity 

is part of Vera's political struggle: 

Vera was a gentile atheist gratified by the idea that her lover was a Jew, 
orphaned by racism, without a name that was his own - this linked him 
with the open, daily purpose of her life, the files of displaced communities 
on her desk and, before her on the other side of it, day after day, the 
faces of those who had been made wanderers because they were 
decreed the wrong race. (None, 67) 

Ben notices: 

Vera never ever really wanted a husband [ ... ] It was part of her not 
having wanted a husband, ever, not the first or the second, not needing 
security [ ... ] Vera is Malte Laurids Brigge's 'one who didn't want to be 
loved.' 'That inner indifference of spirit': it was written of Vera. [ ... ] He 
hated - not Vera, but his dependency on loving her. (None, 298-300) 

It becomes difficult for Vera to live with Ben 'because I cannot live with 

someone who can't live without me.' Vera believes that 'when someone gives 

you so much power over himself he makes you a tyrant.' (None, 310) So all 

must change: Vera's ability to discard her emotional bond with Ben signifies 

getting rid of the customs of her old society in order to pave the way for the birth 

of a new South Africa. The title of the novel is borrowed from a verse written by 

Basho, a seventeenth-century Japanese poet: 'None to accompany me on this 

path: I Nightfall in Autumn.' (None, 1) In the novel, Vera remains focused in 

defining her identity in the new South Africa and determined to struggle towards 

a new life which she has chosen for herself. Towards the end of the novel, Ben 

joins Ivan in London whereas Vera, after selling her house, moves to the 

'annexe' of a black man's house, Zeph Rapulana, 'the smooth-talking 

representative of the new middle class.' (None, 311) 
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Gordimer begins the story in None To Accompany Me by quoting from 

Marcel Proust: 'We must never be afraid to go too far, for truth lies beyond.' 

(None, 1) This statement comes close to Bhabha's idea of locating one's self or 

defining one's identity in the realm of the beyond. And this was required in the 

changing lives of South Africans when both the whites and the blacks went 

through a period of transition towards the establishment of a new social and 

political set-up. Vera in the novel goes far beyond by working through the 

consequences of a lifetime's commitments to a new kind of relationship with a 

black man, Zeph Rapulana. In her character, Gordimer perceives: 'Perhaps the 

passing away of the old regime makes the abandonment of an old personal life 

also possible.' (None, 315) Annick, Vera's lesbian daughter reveals: 'I mean just 

what I said: my father's gone to live in London, you move in with another man. 

[ ... ] What are you experimenting with?' (None, 312-313) In Vera's decision to 

share a home with a black man in None To Accompany Me, Gordimer suggests 

that the apartheid system must change in the new South Africa. 

None To Accompany Me deals with two issues in South African history. 

Firstly. it focuses upon the whites' territorial segregation of the African land 

through successive Acts. The Group Areas Act 1950 imposed residential 

apartheid on South Africa. The urban areas were zoned, the better areas being 

allotted to the whites. The Native Laws Amendment Act 1952 limited the blacks' 

right to live permanently in urban areas. The Land Act 1954 imposed a buffer 

strip of five hundred yards between any black quarter and the white town it 

served, creating a captive labour force. The blacks were allowed to live in 

zoned areas but only as migrants. (Ume, 1981, 178) In None to Accompany 
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Me, Vera deals with a case in which an Afrikaner is trying to get rid of the black 

'squatters' on his property. He refuses to hold any dialogue over the issue with 

Vera and Zeph Rapulana, 'the squatter camp leader.' (None, 311) He calls 

those blacks 'trespassers' and wants them to 'pack up their rubbish and get off 

his land' because: 

[He] decided to move with the times [ ... ] farmers would have to - in the 
businessmen's way of speaking - 'diversify resources', yes, that's it, get 
up to the tricks that make those people rich. He applied to the Provincial 
Administration for permission to establish a black township on one of his 
holdings. He would convert the farm into cash as a landlord; he would 
divide it into plots for rent to blacks. He was going to turn their invasion to 
profit. (None, 22-24) 

In this way, the novel restates the white man's occupation of the South African 

land. Vera's attempt to sell her house and live in a property owned by a black 

man reiterates the black man's inherent right of land ownership in South Africa: 

The tenant. The designation, for the public, suited her well. [ ... ] between 
Zeph Rapulana and Mrs Stark [ ... ] the matter of land, over which they 
had come to begin to know one another. It was a consequence in which 
there were loyalties but no dependencies, in which there was feeling 
caught in no recognized category, having no need to be questioned. 
(None, 321) 

The 'empty houses' in the white suburbs have much to convey to Vera: 

FOR SALE. ON SHOW. Are these suburban museums, exhibiting a way 
of life that is ended? Is that why the once house-proud occupants are 
leaving? Or as they flee do they really have to fear for their lives - in the 
constitution, Bill of Rights, decrees that are going to change life? (None, 
243-244) 

Despite the Sharpville massacre of 1960, the black student uprising of 1976, 

and the present killings when Vera, in the novel, also gets a bullet wound, she 

continues to live in the same area without any sense of fear. 
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Besides the issue of territorial segregation, None To Accompany Me 

explores beyond the white dilemma, into the effects of displacement upon the 

black people in South Africa. On coming back from exile in England, Sibongile, 

the emerging black political figure, finds it difficult to put up with the temporary 

displacement from one room to another until a residence is found for her family: 

'I can't live like this, I can tell you.' 
'Sibo, you've lived much worse. It didn't kill us.' 
'At the beginning, years ago, yes. It was necessary. In Dar, in Botswana. 
But now! My God! I'm not running for my life. I'm not running from 
anybody anymore, I'm not grateful for a bit of shelter, political asylum [ ... J 
This's not for you and me.' (None, 45) 

Sibongile is distressed at the 'sense that [Mpho, her daughter] knows what 

home is': 

How could a child brought up with her own bedroom, fresh milk 
delivered at the front door in Notting Hill Gate every morning, tidy 
people who sorted their newspapers for recycling, be expected to 
stand more than one night in such a place, gogo or no gogo? 
Going out across a yard to a toilet used by everyone round about! 
Heaven knows what she might pick up there! A return to a level of 
life to which Sibongile, Didymus, had been condemned when they 
were their child's age - what did a sixteen-year-old born in exile 
know of what it was like when there was no choice? (None, 50-51) 

Gordimer sums up the effects of displacement in describing Mpho's personality: 

The oyster-shell-pink palms of her slender hands completed the striking 
colour contrast of matt black skin [ ... J Her hair, drawn back straightened 
[ ... ] Congolese style, [ ... ] Out of her mouth came a perky London 
English. She could not speak an African language, neither the Zulu of 
her mother nor the Xhosa of her father. (None, 48-49) 

Exile in England has produced a cross-pollination of history in Mpho's 

character: 

Boundaries are changed, ideologies merge, sects, religious and 
philosophical, create new idols out of combinations of belief, scientific 
discoveries link cause and effect between the disparate, ethnically 
jumbled territorial names make a nationality out of many-tongued 
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peoples of different religions, a style of beauty comes out of the clash 
between domination and resistance. (None, 48-49) 

In The Location of Culture, Bhabha calls this mixture of identities in a society 

cultural hybridity: 'The social articulation of difference, from the minority 

perspective, is a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural 

hybridities that emerge in moments of historical transformation.' (1994, 2) 

Mpho 'combined the style of Vogue with the assertion of Africa. She was a 

mutation achieving happy appropriation of the aesthetics of opposing species.' 

(None, 51) 

Besides England-born Mpho, the experience of exile and displacement 

leaves a deep mark upon the identities of both Sibongile, 'daughter of a Zulu 

mother and Sotho father' and Didymus, from 'the Transkei.' (None, 43) In exile, 

they are renamed as Sally and Didy. Although 'they regained their original 

names when they came back', yet they cannot get rid of 'the personae of Sally 

and Didy, the code names of their old concourse with whites.' A transformation 

has occurred in their personalities whilst living abroad for years. Vera reveals to 

Ben: 

You should see the Hillbrow dump! Not just the dirt Sally goes on about 
[ ... ] She's years from that kind of slum atmosphere, even though they're 
her own people ... she and Didy have moved away from that cheek-by
jowl existence they were at home in the old days, Chiawelo. (None, 48) 

This suggests that identity and culture are lucid entities. In the South 

African history, the Dutch settlers attempted to create a white country for 

themselves in black South Africa. They did not realize that identities are 

affected or transformed in the process of lifetime experiences when 

people go through the process of migration and settlement in a different 
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culture. Looking at a group photograph after a long time, Vera in None to 

Accompany Me thinks about the identities of the people in it: 

But if someone to come along - wait! - and recognize the one whom 
nobody remembers, immediately another reading of the photograph 
would be developed. Something else, some other meaning would be 
there, the presence of what was taken on, along the way, then. (None, 3) 

There is a process of transformation which keeps on working in defining 

people's identities from time to time. 

None to Accompany Me is an appropriate point of departure from the 

rhythm in which Gordimer has produced her later novels; both A Sport of Nature 

and My Son's Story present an overall picture of life under apartheid in South 

African society. July's People describes the violent move towards a future which 

None to Accompany Me records as finally achieved by the blacks in South 

Africa. 

Gordimer's fiction of the later years show the continuity of a pattern that 

has been followed by Gordimer in her presentation of "borderland". For Bhabha, 

a boundary is not that at which something stops but from which something 

begins its 'presencing' such as the articulation of 'dissident histories and voices 

- women, the colonized, minority groups, the bearers of policed sexualities, the 

history of post-colonial migration, the narratives of cultural and political 

diaspora, the major social displacements of peasant and aboriginal 

communities, the poetics of exile, the grim prose of political and economic 

refugees.' (Bhabha, 1994, 5) In Gordimer's fiction too, there exists an 

exploratory world to focus on those moments in characters' border lives which 

are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. In the process of 

'disorientation' and 'a disturbance of direction' (Bhabha, 1994, 1) in their 
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"borderland" experiences, the characters find new perspectives on themselves 

and on the life around them. In this regard, the process of mental probing works 

actively in Gordimer's fiction, for example when Maureen's illusion of herself as 

humane in July's People is shattered. Despite the intrusion of apartheid in their 

"borderland" relationships with each other, the characters stay committed to 

liberate themselves as well as their people from its shackles as in My Son's 

Story. The plot in Gordimer's later 'fiction is built through the characters' struggle 

to dismantle the old physical and mental barriers in their South African society 

so that they can socialize with people across the racial spectrum as equals, as 

in A Sport of Nature and None to Accompany Me. 
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CONCLUSION 

In a succession of three chapters, this study of Nadine Gordimer's fiction, 

produced from 1949 to 1994, shows that Gordimer presents the theme of 

"borderland" in her short stories and novels through a focus on the 

impact of physical and mental barriers in her characters' lives. There is a 

continual interaction between these two elements in her fiction. The 

action develops in a space of a "borderland": it colours or affects the 

characters psychologically and drives them to transgress the physical 

borders which apartheid had created in their South African life. The 

methodological tools which lead me to come to this conclusion are as 

follows: 

Textual evidence 

Physical and psychological situations are permanent features of 

Gordimer's fiction. Her short stories and novels present experiences of 

race from childhood, and interracial relationships to political activism 

through these encounters in her characters' lives as in The Lying Days. 

The action develops across a kind of frontier which allows her characters 

to experience life that exists across the racial divide as in A World of 

Strangers. The impact of social, administrative, political, economic, 

linguistic, physical and geographical borders is projected in a number of 

ways and on a range of activities in characters' lives in Gordimer's fiction 

such as in the stories 'Is There Nowhere Else Where We Can Meet?', 

'Ah. Woe Is Me', and 'The Train for Rhodesia'. A clearly defined physical 
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and mental world of barriers is present in her early fiction. In her later 

fiction, the construction of a marginal situation or a liminal state in 

characters' lives defines for them the future course of their commitment 

towards the struggle against apartheid as in The Late Bourgeois World, 

Burger's Daughter, and A Sport of Nature. 

In Gordimer's fiction, the action becomes alive with the 

protagonist's experience of a moment or a set of events which pricks his 

or her conscience and breaks him or her down in shame and 

embarrassment. For her protagonists, this mental probing is a state of 

great potential - a necessary stage to a greater awareness; the character 

undergoes a dynamic process which, in turn, presents him with another 

perspective on himself and on his South African life. 

Within this narrative strategy, the theme of "borderland" is 

presented through complex characterization, the selection of titles, and 

through the language which contribute towards discovering a continual 

pattern in Gordimer's fiction. At crossing physical and psychological 

borders such as colour and language barriers, her characters such as 

Toby in A World of Strangers, Elizabeth in The Late Bourgeois World, 

and Maureen in July's People discover their marginal positions in South 

African society. The tensions in these characters' lives arise out of the 

conflicting pulls and pushes of individual free will on the one hand and of 

the environmental determinism on the other. At the same time, the titles 

of these novels comment on the working of a transitional world that is in 
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action in Gordimer's fiction. Physical situations develop in parallel with 

psychological encounters in action and characterization in her fiction. 

Historical context 

A relation between the fictional world and its historical period in South 

Africa is explicit in Gordimer's fiction. Her short stories and novels 

describe the changes in social mood from the time of passive resistance 

against apartheid in the 1950s to the armed opposition and struggle after 

1960. Gordimer herself says that 'in the writing, I am acting upon my 

society, and in the manner of my apprehension, all the time history is 

acting upon me.' (Gordimer, 1975, 13) With historical specificities and 

cultural diversities of the South African world, she foclJses upon social 

and cultural displacements to raise her voice against the polarization of 

society into white, black, Coloured and Asiatic groups in South Africa as 

in A World of Strangers, The Conservationist and July's People. Her 

fiction depicts this consciousness of her own era thus telling the history 

of South Africa in chronological order. 

Issues related to apartheid get special attention in Nadine 

Gordimer's fiction. Her attention to other systems such as slavery, 

genocide, assimilation and labour differentiation in colonial societies 

worldwide, as it appears in Njabulo Ndebele's Rediscovery of the 

Ordinary (1991) had yet to appear in her writings. These movements 

encouraged the survival of indigenous cultural and literary expression. In 

the South African context; however, social differences and legally 

enforced separation between the white and the black people created 
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"borderland" situations during the apartheid period. The concept of 

"borderland" is important here as it specifically deals with the severe 

physical impact of apartheid on its white and black communities; it 

affected them to live in separate units and classes, and, generated fear 

and a sense of alienation towards each other as in The Lying Days and 

Occasion for Loving. This regulated a restricted social experience and 

identity in twentieth-century South Africa, imposing different types of 

borders based on colour. 

There is a difference between the notion of borders that was at 

work or which existed in South African society under apartheid and 

Gordimer's presentation of the theme of "borderland" in her fiction during 

the apartheid era: in the South African context, it divided people into 

white, black, Coloured, Indian and Asiatic communities whereas in 

Gordimer's fiction, it creates a space for these people to see beyond 

their restricted identities and discover a new perspective upon 

themselves as well as on their South African life. 

Analytical framework 

The theme of "borderland" is an integral ingredient of action and 

characterization in Gordimer's fiction. There is a continuity in its 

presentation which demonstrates the centrality of its deployment as a 

narrative strategy in her fiction. Though Gordimer defined the theme of 

"borderland" in her fiction decades before Homi Bhabha conceptualized 

his notion of "borderland" in The Location of Culture (1994), his definition 

of the concept is a comprehensive methodological tool to interpret the 



196 


presentation of "borderland" in Gordimer's fiction. For Bhabha, the notion 

of "borderland" provides a space to attain new avenues of knowledge 

and understanding of one's identity in his or her society. Gordimer's 

fiction steps into a similar space where her characters acknowledge new 

sensibilities about themselves and on their South African world as in A 

World of Strangers, Burger's Daughter and July's People. 

Bhabha's conceptual metaphors such as third space, identity and 

hybridity are articulated in different forms in the theme of "borderland" in 

Gordimer's fiction such as A Sport of Nature and None to Accompany Me. But 

his other concepts such as stereotyping find no room in her fiction. Gordimer's 

characters are people who go through transformation, like Toby in A World of 

Strangers and Elizabeth in The Late Bourgeois World, so they cannot be 

associated with the process of labeling identities which the term stereotyping 

stands for. On the contrary, it is applicable in the South African context because 

people's identities were labeled in South Africa into white, black, Coloured and 

Indian groups. 

Anticipating Bhabha's formulation of the notion of "borderland", 

Gordimer's short stories and novels develop a new methodological 

perspective upon her fiction. It helps to think about the relationship 

between fiction and theory that works affectively in the application of 

Bhabha's notion of "borderland" to Gordimer's presentation of the theme 

of "borderland" in her fiction. Bhabha approaches the notion of 

"borderland" as an entry into a transitional zone which is an important 

aspect in Gordimer's fiction. To discover Gordimer and Bhabha speaking 
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the same language makes her presentation of the theme of "borderland" 

significant in the fictional world. 

To sum up, Gordimer builds a 'pattern of her own perception out of 

chaos' with an eye of a camera in her fiction. (Gordimer, 1975, 9) It instantly 

brings to mind an image of people waiting for arrivals inside an airport building. 

Whilst waiting, people appear aloof and distant from each other. What makes 

them relate to one another is the sight of feelings which become visible at 

meeting with the dear ones; emotion involves the observer in a way so to 

remind him of his own past tragedy or a happy incident of the same kind. Such 

is the style and manner of Gordimer's fiction. Her fiction draws a thin line of 

articulation between standing apart and being fully involved: her work is a 

conscious effort to get a space for a broadened understanding of apartheid in 

South Africa. (Gordimer, Writing and Being, 1995) 

Gordimer endeavours to extend the boundaries of fiction both 

thematically and technically. It is a unique attempt on Gordimer's part to 

approach South African life beyond physical and mental barriers through 

creating "borderland" situations and "borderland" experiences of 

characters in her fiction. The interaction between the physical and the 

psychological presentation of the theme of "borderland" complements 

each other. Both are equally matched in her fiction. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Terminology 

Since the colonization in the sixteenth century, the racial grouping of 

South African people followed the organized practice of European 

settlers in South Africa and other continents. Numerous race 

classifications are peculiar to South Africa. Numerous terms have 

acquired special and generally racist meanings. The main examples are 

African, Bantu, Coloured, Coolie, Kaffir and Native. All these have been 

replaced, first by non-white and recently by black. There were also 

problems in defining Europeans or whites as a racial group. Nadine 

Gordimer's fiction shows her sensitivity to this field. 

Bantu 

Recognizing the blacks' support for the usage of the term African for 

themselves only, the Afrikaans-speaking whites avoided the statutory 

recognition of the term so not to endanger the credibility of the terms 

Afrikaner or Afrikaans. In Afrikaans, the distinction swartmense (black 

people) anticipated the modern term black, but was restricted to South 

Africans of negroid (Niger-Congo speaking) type. Instead, the term Bantu 

which means "people" was adopted by the Afrikaners for the 

classification of the negroid people of Southern and Central Africa. They 

were sub-divided according to their community origins: North Sotho, 

South Sotho, Swazi, Tsonga, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa, and Zulu. Bantu 



199 

was also utilized as a collective name for the languages spoken by these 

groups. 

The term native was in common use for the description of blacks 

before the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910. The ANC was 

named as South African Native National Congress at its foundation. A 

native in South African terminology means 'any member of an aboriginal 

race or tribe of Africa.' (Suzman, 1960, 348) In the vocabulary of 

nineteenth-century South Africa, the term negro or nigger, meaning a 

member of the dark-skinned indigenous peoples of Africa, was in 

extensive use for the description of a black person. Alongside, the term 

Kaffirfrom "Qafir", for any heathen or non-believer in Arabic, was used 

initially for the Xhosa people but later it was extended to all black groups. 

The usage of all these terms for the identi'fication of blacks by the 

Europeans carried offensive connotations and were objectionable on 

political and linguistic grounds in twentieth-century Africa. The 

replacement term Bantu was no better substitute for the former 

terminology. Blacks preferred to be called black which meant a member 

of any but the white group; Africanism excluded Indians and Coloureds 

but the Black Consciousness movement in the 1960s was keen to 

incorporate them as blacks. (February, 1981, 130) Since then, Indians 

and Coloureds identified themselves as blacks. Gordimer presents this 

progression in perception in My Son's Story (1990). Other usage of 

different terms for blacks is also recorded in her fiction, like the use of the 

word native in The Lying Days (1953). 
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Coloureds 

Coloured referred in colonial times to a person who is not a white or a 

native. It was used by the whites for a person of mixed ancestry 

speaking either Afrikaans or English as a mother tongue, and for 

Indonesian Muslim immigrants. 

The Coloureds were sub-divided according to their community 

origins: Griqua, Chinese, Cape Coloureds, that is, the product of 

miscegenation in Western Cape since the arrival of the Dutch in 1652 till 

the present: Gordimer focuses upon the lives of these Coloureds in My 

Son's Story (1990), other Coloureds who were not included in the Cape 

Coloured group (the Cape Coloureds formed African Political 

Organization in 1902 and enjoyed limited voting rights till they were 

removed from the common electoral roll in 1956. As compared to other 

Coloureds, they were educated and had more opportunities to contribute 

towards the betterment of their community), Ma/aywho were the 

descendants of Javanese political prisoners, removed to South Africa by 

the Dutch East India Company in the seventeenth century, skilled 

Indonesian Muslim craftsmen as well as free slaves who embraced 

Islam, and other various groups of Asian descent. Referring to all these 

different racial groups as Coloured in The South African Population 

Registration Act of 1950 was a racist move by the Afrikaner government. 

These groups preferred to be named South Africans rather than 

Coloureds which carried an insulting and a negative connotation. 
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Coolie 

Usage of the word Coolie dates back to 1548. It originates from two 

different words, Koli which was the name of aboriginal tribe in Gujarat, 

India, and the Tamil word, Kuliwhich means hire. By 1819, it was used 

for a porter, bearer or other unskilled labourer in South Africa. (Study of 

English in Africa, 1971, 28-29) The term appeared in provincial 

regulations which were introduced in 1827 in Cape Town to establish 

control on rates of pay and working hours for Coolies. In 1831, a Tariff of 

"Coolie" Hire was introduced, followed by a list of classification in 1855; 

Coolies were then 477 in number in the Classified Census of Cape Town 

(1854) list. 

The term Coolie became more specialized after 1860 when Indian 

Coolies were imported from India to work on the sugar plantations in the 

Natal province in South Africa. The term Kaffir Coolie was in vogue to 

describe black casual labourers till 1861. In 1866, a "Coolie" Certificate 

was introduced to list new categories such as wharf Coolie, fish Coolie 

and market Coolie. In 1868, Chinese workers were imported to work as 

miners on the diamond mines. After 1870, the Indians and the Chinese 

worked as labourers but only the Indians were termed as Coolies. 

According to the South African Concise Oxford Dictionary (2002), 

a Coolie was an unskilled native labourer in Eastern countries. Although 

it was used for a porter employed on statutory tariff in South Africa, it had 

a derogatory connotation when referring to Indians, not necessarily 

labourer or a menial; by 1955, Coolie was used for all Indians whether 
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merchants or barristers. In 1967, the Asians bitterly resented the 

labelling Coolies for them just as the blacks objected to their description 

as Kaffir. By 1971, to say that a Coolie is a South African Indian was an 

insult to the Indians. The word was used in colonial times in order to hurt, 

and to give offense. In the short story 'Abroad' (1972), Gordimer 

describes this complexity in the attitude of her white protagonist who 

reluctantly agrees to share a room in the hotel with an Indian. 

Europeans 

In twentieth-century South Africa, Europeans were identified as people 

with a "white" complexion in South Africa. The term white was defined as 

a 'person who in appearance obviously is, or who is generally accepted 

as white, but does not include a person who, although in appearance 

obviously a white person, is generally accepted as a coloured person.' 

Arthur Suzman notes that 'a person who in appearance is a white person 

shall for the purposes of the Act be presumed to be a white person until 

the contrary is proved.' (Suzman, 1960, 354) In The Conservationist 

(1978), Gordimer satirizes the terms of the classification by leading her 

white protagonist to sexually involve with a pale black girl who looks 

more "white" than the usual olive colour. 

The whites in South Africa were divided into two main groups, 

English-speaking and Afrikaans-speaking. The former stood for whites 

whose mother tongue was English whereas the latter were termed 

Afrikaners, a term that replaced Boer by the Dutch settlers for 

themselves. In Gordimer's The Late Bourgeois World (1966), the parents 
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of the protagonist's husband belong to these groups. As the English term 

African represented dark-skinned negroid people, the blacks had 

reservations about the coinage of the term Afrikaner by the Afrikaans

speaking whites who 'refused to be assimilated into African culture and 

believe that geography is all that they need to justify the label 

"Afrikaner".' (Mphahlele, 1962, 14) 

The South African Population Registration Act of 1950 made it 

incumbent upon all South Africans to register themselves as members of 

anyone of the classified groups, Bantu, Coloureds and Europeans. As a 

product of racist thinking, this stereotyping created stigma, social 

distance and terror amongst different races in South Africa. 
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APPENDIX 2 

Study Tour of South Africa (16 May - 2 June 2005) 

I am grateful to the Bestway Foundation, Park Royal, London NW10 

7NS, for providing funds for this field study of my research project. 

I thank Professor Christopher Heywood for introducing me to Santa 

Joubert (a relative and a professional guide), and the late Jonathan 

Paton (son of Alan Paton and a retired Professor) with both of whom I 

stayed in Stellenbosch and Johannesburg. They provided contacts, 

visits, transport and insights which helped me to understand better the 

view of South Africa that appears in Nadine Gordimer's fiction. I thank 

them for their efforts and hospitality. 

This visit to South Africa, the world about which Gordimer has 

written, enabled me to see the subtle social divisions which existed 

between and within the white South African community and also 

amongst the black people of the land. As apartheid no longer exists in 

South Africa, I had to dig through the memories of people who lived 

through those times and had much to tell in their own ways. 

The main visits were: six days in Stellenbosch (16 - 21 May), two 

days in Cape Town (22 - 24 May) and ten days in Johannesburg (24

1June). The itinerary was as follows: 
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Places visited: 

Stellenbosch - University of Stellenbosch, Cape Peninsula University, the 


University of Westem Cape, Stellenbosch Village Museum, Spier wine 


estate, Delheim wine estate, and Sheikh Yusuf's Durga. 


Cape Town - University of Cape Town, District Six Museum, Bokaap, 


Simonstown, and The Cape Peninsula Natural Reserve. 


Johannesburg - Witwatersrand University, Diepkloof Reformatory, 


Soweto township, Hector Pietersen's Memorial, Pretoria Union building, 


Voortrekker Museum, Lenasia township, and Walter Sisula National 


Botanical gardens. 


Meeting Nadine Gordimer - 25 May 2005: 

I met Gordimer for a short while. As an exceptional personal courtesy, 

she admitted me to her house and gave a brief, informal interview. I was 

amazed to discover different shades of her personality; the detachment 

in her attitude and the arrogance in her way of talking exist side by side 

with lively and caring sides of her character. Meeting Gordimer in person 

reminded me of my MPhil dissertation which I wrote on the development 

of style in her shorter fiction. (Punjab University 1995) How close I was in 

my deduction then: her changing perception of the world is integral to the 

development of her detached style of writing. Her fiction is, indeed, a 

reflection of each facet of her life. 
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Academics who provided insights into South African society and 

Gordimer's writings: 

Professor Annie Gagiano, English Department, University of 


Stellenbosch. 


Professor Derek Klopper, the Head of English Department, University of 


Stellenbosch. 


Dr. Ashraf Jamal, lecturer in English, University of Stellenbosch. 


Dr. Dan Lehman, visiting Professor, University of Stellenbosch. 


R. P. Gaylard, lecturer in English, University of Stellenbosch. 


Shaun Viljoen, lecturer in English, University of Stellenbosch. 


Meg Samuelson, lecturer in English, University of Stellenbosch. 


Lucy Graham, lecturer in English, University of Stellenbosch. 


Chris Warres, lecturer in English, University of Stellenbosch. 


Yusuf Abrahams, the Director of Marketing, Communication and 


Development, the Cape Peninsula, University of Technology. 


Professor Wium van Zyl, University of Western Cape. 


Emeritus Professor Geffrey Haresnape, University of Cape Town. 


Gail Finhan, lecturer in English, University of Cape Town. 


Leslie Haresnape (retired), school teacher in Cape Town. 


The late Jonathan Paton (retired), University of Wits, Johannesburg. 


Collin Smuts, a friend of Nadine Gordimer, Johannesburg. 


Ahmed Essop, a South African writer of Asian origins. 


Carole Gindenhuys, a physical educationist, Johannesburg. 
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Dr. David Attwell, the Head of English Department, the Wits, 


Johannesburg. 


Shane Graham, lecturer in English, the Wits, Johannesburg. 


Professor Rowland Smith (retired), Gordimer's critic, Johannesburg. 


Jill Wentzel, a former Liberal Party worker, Johannesburg. 


The topics we discussed were racism, the Afrikaner community, 

apartheid, and Liberalism, in relation to the reception of Gordimer's work. 

Library resources consulted: 

The Africana section of the library in Stellenbosch University has letters 

exchanged between Gordimer and the Afrikaner poet, Matheus Uys 

Krige during their earlier days of writing. They reveal how Gordimer was 

in the forefront of organizing a campaign in favour of freedom of 

expression for the writers in South Africa. She attempted to motivate 

people from different backgrounds to raise their voice against censorship 

of writings by the apartheid government during the 1950s and 1960s. 

Through these letters, I came to know about the reception of Gordimer's 

work inside as well as outside South Africa; she found it difficult to get 

her work published in the early days of her writing. The library at 

Stellenbosch University also has a collection of South African journals 

such as English in Africa, English Studies in Africa, Staffrider, 

Alternation, Wasafiri, Current Writing, and Scrutiny 2. 

The Archive section in the library at The University of Cape Town 

has a collection of books and dissertations about Gordimer's work. 

Although Gordimer has sold her original manuscripts to Indiana 
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University in United States, I found, amongst the Historical Papers 

section in the library at the Wits University, two interviews with Gordimer, 

newspaper cuttings about the Central African Federation in the 1970s, 

about the role of the Congress of Democrats and the ANC in the 

apartheid era, and documents relating to the Drum writers and the 

Institute of Race Relations. 

Impressions: 

Life in Stellenbosch and Cape Town reveals the traditional divide of 

South African society into Afrikaner, the Coloured and the black worlds. 

In an Afrikaner-dominated town, the Stellenbosch Museum displays 

Afrikaner society and culture since the Dutch settlers came to South 

Africa. In Cape Town, the District Six Museum and the Bokaap area, 

where the slaves used to live in the past and which became home of the 

Cape Coloured Muslim community, are in complete contrast with the 

white suburbs of the city. The townships in Stellenbosch, Cape Town 

and Johannesburg remain as permanent features which reveal the social 

divide between the relatively rich whites and the poor blacks in South 

Africa. 

Meetings with a number of South Africans from various 

backgrounds in Stellenbosch, Cape Town and Johannesburg who had 

lived through the apartheid years have reinforced my findings in 

Gordimer's fiction such as the social and racial complexity and the 

resulting dilemma of liberal society in its South African world. The late 

Jonathan Paton and .Jill Wentzel confirmed the consciousness of white 
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guilt that existed amongst the liberals during the apartheid period; it was 

this guilt of being "white" and privileged that led many of them to 

appreciate the humanistic values of a liberal world. But the liberals were 

not angels. Most of the white liberals lived comfortably under apartheid 

as compared to the black and Coloured liberals; though they were 

against the system, they lived very much the same way as most whites 

lived. Gordimer projects them in her early fiction. Both the late Jonathan 

and Jill reported Gordimer as distant in her association with the liberal 

world. She avoided being labeled with any particular ideology. 

At the question of gradual division of the Liberal Party into 

factions, there were divisions but those people were individuals only. 

Initially and basically, all of them were liberals in principle. There were 

rich liberals like John Harris who used to pour pool of funds into the 

Party's establishment. In the early days of apartheid, liberals were not 

disturbed by the security police in the way they were in later days. After 

1960, when the ANC decided to go towards the politics of violence, there 

appeared a violent group in liberal politics. Gordimer presents this rise of 

radicalism in the liberal quarters in her middle fiction. Despite the 

divisions of liberals into militant left and progressive groups which had 

made them marginal characters, the liberals in twentieth-century South 

Africa provided space for people of different races to come closer to 

each other, an experience which was banned under the apartheid 

system. 
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Over the question of racial complexity in South Africa, Cass 

Abrahams, a qualified chef and a writer, made an interesting revelation: 

the post-1948 government generated a policy of three conditions for the 

Coloureds who wished to be classified as a white person by law. Firstly, 

they must pass a "Pencil test": if a pencil doesn't stay where it was put in 

the hair and slips or falls down, the person has passed the test. Amongst 

the blacks, Khoisan, comprising of the Khoi tribe (Hottentots) and San 

tribe (Bushmen), had tightly curled hair and yellow brown skin. To be 

classified as white, the Coloured person must not have these attributes 

in his or her appearance. Secondly, they must have "white" colour skin. 

And lastly, they must have grown up in a white suburb. 

A convert to Islam, Cass herself is a Coloured from German and 

Mulatto origins; Mulatto slaves were the product of physical relationships 

between the Dutch and the blacks including the slaves. Despite race 

consciousness, intermarriages between the Coloureds and the blacks 

and amongst Malay, Bengali, Indonesian and Malaysian people took 

place. In Cass' view, the Coloureds acted as a buffer society in between 

the white and the black worlds in South Africa. Similarly, Professor Derek 

Klopper believed that the Coloureds are the true people of South Africa. 

Gordimer projects this vision in her later fiction. 

South African society had a layer of borders and boundaries 

between its people since the colonial times. There had been already a 

boundary of religion and tribalism between the people and on top of this, 

another boundary was imposed in the form of apartheid which was a 
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total transgression. There was a strong reaction but people reacted in 

their own ways. The whites took the whole system of life for granted 

which had marginalized them in every way. Though materially and 

physically privileged, they were isolated from other communities in South 

Africa. Gordimer shows this alienation of the white community in all 

phases of her fiction. 

The theme defined as "borderland" in the work of Homi Bhabha 

allows us to approach issues related to identity and its limitations in 

Nadine Gordimer's fiction. Geographically, one can find similar locations 

in South Africa such as the Eastern Cape which was, historically, the 

meeting and confronting place between Europe and Africa - the 

bordering that separates and that connects at the same time. 
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