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THE GREAT STRUGGLE IN SOUTH AFRICA 

By ALAN PATON 

I 
wAs born in that country known as 
the Union of South Africa. 
The heart of it is a great interior 

plateau that falls on all sides to the sea. 
But when one thinks of it and remembers 
it, one is aware not only of mountains and 
valleys, not only of the wide rolling 
stretches of the veld, but of solemn and 

. deep undertones that have nothing to do 
with any mountain or any valley, but have 
to do with men. By some these are but 
vaguely heard, and dimly understood; but 
for others they are never silent, they 
become ever more obtrusive and dominant, 
till the stretch of sky and veld is nothing 
more than the backdrop against which is 
being played a great human drama in 
which I am deeply involved, my wife and 
my children, all men and their wives and 
children, of all colors and tongues, in 
which all Africa is involved, and all hu
manity and the world. For no country is 
now an island, of itself entire. 

There are eleven to twelve million 
people in the Union of South Africa. Of 
these only two and one-half million are 
white, three-fifths of these being 
Mrikaans-speaking, two-fifths English
speaking. There are one million of what 
we call "colored" people, the descendants 
of the racial mixture which took place 
before white custom and law hardened 
against it, and forbade it, under the 
influence of the white men's intense 
determination to survive on a black 
continent. There are about one-quarter 

million Indians, whose forefathers were 
brought out by the English settlers to 
work on the sugar farms of Natal. And 
there are eight million black people, the 
people of the African tribes. 

The Afrikaans-speaking people are the 
descendants of the Dutch who first came 
to the Cape of Good Hope, which Francis 
Drake, the navigator, described as the 
fairest cape in all the circumference of the 
earth. These people did not come to Africa 
to settle, but the fertile valleys and great 
mountains of the Cape bound them with a 
spell . The primitive Bushmen and Hotten
tots could not stand up against this new 
thing that came out of Europe, and they 
melted away. But this new thing that came 
of Europe changed also; under the influence 
of the isolation of these vast spaces, and 
the hardships and loneliness of this 
patriarchal life, the people from Europe 
and the language from Holland changed 
too. Something of Africa entered into it 
and changed it. This the people themselves 
recognized a.nd the)' called themselves the 
Afrikaners, and their new and simple and 
flexible and beautiful language they called 
Afrikaans; their love of this new country 
was profound and passionate. 

..But still another change awaited them. 
As the Afrikaners moved yet further north 
they encountered the warlike tribes of the 
black African people. A long and bloody 
warfare ensued between them. Their 
opponents were numerous and savage and 
determined. and the history of this en-
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that country life could be made more at
tractive by encouragement of healthy 
amusement and education in hall and 
lyceum, and that good country roads were 
a vital necessity. 

These men left a concise and complete 
record of their purposes, activities, aspira
tions, ideals and accomplishments. Modern 
agriculturists will detect much that was 
good, and many practices that were bad, 
but must admit that the Deer Creek 
Farmers' Club told us the facts, for better 
or worse. In the year 2.000, will some of our 
present practices be found detrimental to 
the land, and will our record be as well 
documented for appraisal as was this one? 

DEVIL'S PITCHFORKS 

THE County Agent, and a young 
forester and I parked our car in a small 

clearing where woodland bordered the 
highway, and having spread out our 
lunch on a blanket, prepared to relax and 
enjoy ourselves. But sensing a feeling of 
discomfort about the legs, we began 
presently to pluck at a monstrous crop of 
weed seeds, of the type commonl y called 
stick-tights, beggar lice, devil's pitchforks 
and a smattering of burdocks, that clung 
tenaciously to our trousers and stockings. 
My companions advised forgetting about 
them until lunch was over, but continued 
picking off the pests methodically until, 
by mutual agreement, we settled down to 
complete the job before taking a mouthful 
of food. 

Then we fell to astounding speculations. 
During this meal the County Agent spent 
most of his time computing the approxi
mate number of noxious weeds that could 
have resulted, had we left these spiny 
seeds on our clothing, for distribution, as 
nature seemed to have planned it, into re
mote parts of our several work areas. The 
young forester was profoundly impressed. 
"These plants, too, expect to conquer the 
world," he said. 

Not so many years ago entomologists 
were predicting that when the end of the 
world arrived for man, the insects would 
take over. Botanists tell us in the atomic 
age that the conquerors might as easily be 
devil's pitchforks. 

CASE NUMBER 508 

W HEN a Soil Conservation Service 
technician looks into past history, 

you have probably caught him off guard 
on a rainy day. He is a busy man, and 
rarely indulges in reminiscence. When he 
does, you should have pencil and paper at 
hand. The following brief story, by a 
friend of long standing in S.C.S .• had a 
rythmic, free verse quality about it. I have 
separated the lines and applied punctu
ation. Otherwise it's his, verbatim. He 
relates: 

I talked with the farmer two hours 
By the stream that flowed through his 

field, 
And tried to convince him to sign for a 

plan 
That would save his good land from the 

rains. 

His small boy played 
Knee-deep in the mud, 
And cried with delight, 
For the water felt cool, 
And the sand, he said, tickled his feet. 
But then he fell down, 
When the silt-bed collapsed 
With a sudden and treacherous lurch. 

We res~ued the child 
And the argument closed 
When I said, "You see what I mean?" 
So John signed up for the plan,-
One of the best in the county. 
It's number five hundred and eight, 
Down there in our files. 

J. R. S. 
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counter is one of terror and violence. The 
black people became truly a part of the 
white man's mind. Under the influence of 
this danger, the Afrikaner attitude toward 
black men hardened. The safety and sur
vival of this small band of white people 
was seen to be dependent on the rigid 
separation of white and black. It became 
the law that the relationship between 
white and black was to be that between 
master and servant; and it became the iron 
law that between white men and black 
women, between black men and white 
women, there was to be no other relation
ship but this. Land was set aside for the 
conquered tribes, but, as we see so clearly 
today, never enough. 

And yet still another powerful influence 
entered into the making of the Afrikaner 
soul. In 1800 the English came to the Cape 
during the Napoleonic Wars. They came 
initiall y, not as settlers, but as governors, 
officials, missionaries, teachers, traders, 
and fortune-seekers. Their attitude to the 
black man was quite different from that of 
the Afrikaner. The black man was not their 
enemy; he was their business. This funda
mental incompatibility between two poli
cies was to influence our history for many 
years. In fact this incompatibility reached 
a climactic point in 1836, when many of 
the Afrikaner trekkers, abandoning all 
that they had so far gained, set out on the 
greatest trek of all, into the heart of the 
sub-continent, in order to escape this new 
and alien culture . There they set up the 
republics of the Transvaal and the Orange 
Free State. The position now was that the 
coastal regions of South Africa were 
English, and that the great interior plateau 
was Afrikaner. 

A new dramatic factor then entered the 
picture. In the interior of this South 
Africa, in the very heart of the country to 
which the Afrikaner trekkers had gone to 
escape British rule, the richest gold of the 
world was discovered. The great modern, 

vigorous city of Johannesburg was born in 
a collection of tents and huts. Gold
seekers, many of them British, poured into 
the Transvaal . The Afrikaners watched 
with fear and anger and despair this new 
intrusion of the old enemy. The newcomers 
wanted the franchise; the Afrikaners dared 
not give it to them. And so we reached the 
second great climax of the Anglo-Boer 
War, in 1899. The century-long incom· 
patibility of a pastoral, agricultural, 
conservative community, and a commer
cial, industrial community became abun
dantly apparent. 

In 1901. the Afrikaners capitulated, and 
the British conscience, which was not to 
permit the British Crown ever again to 
engage in such a war, brought about the 
magnanimous settlement of 1906, by 
which self-government was restored to 
the defeated republics. A great wave of 
good will spread throughout the country, 
and four years later the Cape of Good 
Hope, ~he Orange Free State, the Transvaal 
and Natal came together to form the Union 
of South Africa, under the leadership of 

. three defeated Afrikaner generals, General 
Botha, General Smuts and General 
Hertzog. 

But reconciliation was not so easily 
achieved. War, even when it is followed 
by magnanimity, leaves wounds not so 
easily healed. Twenty thousand Afrikaner 
women and children died in the camps set 
up for their reception, mostly of typhoid 
fever. This was not easily forgotten. But 
more important, the Afrikaner saw the 
danger that he would be swallowed up and 
lost in the great British culture. He also 
was afraid that the traditional English 
policy" of laissez-faire toward the black 
people would lead to his engulfment. So 
he set about again to re-establish his 
separateness and distinctness. He estab
lished cultural societies for the protection 
of his customs, history and language . And 
he succeeded magnificently, largely be-
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cause of fiery independent spirit, and 
largely because the ballot box had been put 
into his hands by his British enemy. So 
emerged what is called Mrikaner national
ism, the persistent and implacable urge 
that eventually, in 1948, defeated General 
Smuts, to the astonishment of every part 
of the civilized world. 

In the mean time the posi tion of the 
black people was changing beyond recog
nition. The cities of Johannesburg, Cape 
Town and Durban were rapidly growing, 
and inevitably began to attract from their 
impoverished reserves a never-ending 
stream of black people seeking work and 
city lights. Problems of housing, crime and 
deterioration began to increase in inten
sity. This is indeed the central theme of my 
novel, Cry, The Beloved Country. The 
white people of South Mrica became more 
and more afraid of engulfment. This was 
indeed one of the great reasons why we 
put the nationalists in power; we became 
afraid of the laissez-faire policy of the 
Smuts government, and returned a party 
that advocated control and separation as 
the only solution of our rapidly growing 
problems. 

And so we have returned, for the time 
at least, to the old policies of survival and 
separation. It is the white settler on a 
black continent who is speaking through 
the mouthpiece of the Malan government. 

But you must not imagine that the white 
settler is motivated solely by fear. He, too, 
is a human creature; he, too, has not lived 
upon the earth without being influenced 
by great human ideas, notably by the 
ideas of Christianity. Therefore, he, too, 
is a divided creature, torn between his 
fears for his safety and his desire for sur
vival on the one hand, and on the other 
those ideas of justice and love which 
are at the very heart of his religion . 
What we are indeed witnessing today is a 
struggle in the hearts of men, white men, 
between the claims of justice and survival, 

between the claims of conscience and fear. 
Nor must you imagine that these 

struggles that take place in a remote part 
of the earth are not your own struggles, 
also. There are tremendous differences 
between your own American problems 
and our South Mrican problems. But 
ultimately they are the same. We are not 
talking here solely of the fears that divide 
white men from black; we are talking of 
the fears that divide men from men. We 
are talking of the great danger that when 
men are confronted by pressing and urgent 
problems, and when they are afflicted by 
fear, they think of solutions solely in 
terms of power. I do not suppose for one 
minute that the great American nation is 
immune from the temptation to seek 
solutions in terms of power. But God pre
serve us from such solutions. For any state, 
any authority, any government, any 
confederation, any organization, any po
litical party, is given power solely by the 
people that compose and support it. And 
any usurpation of power beyond the power 
that is given by the people will ultimately 
destroy the people. And any reaction that 
leads us to confront power with power is 
to be resisted and feared. Any reaction 
against the power of black men that ex
presses itself in terms of power of white 
men is to be resisted and feared; and any 
reaction against Communism that expresses 
itself in terms of Fascistic power is to be 
resisted and feared. And may we hope and 
pra y that all free peoples will not only 
fear, but resist, also. 

I might conclude with an affirmation of 
!Il¥ own belief, that the only power that 
can resist the power of fear is the power 
of love. It's a weak thing and a tender 
thing; men despise and deride it. But I 
look for the day when in South Mrica we 
shall realize that the only lasting and 
worth-while solution of our grave and 
profound problems lies not in the use of 
power, but in that understanding and 
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compassion without which human life is 
an intolerable bondage, condemning us all 
to an existence of violence and misery and 
fear. 

[Alan Paton, author of Cry, The Beloved 
Country, made this address before the Herald 

.&. 

Tribune Book and AlIthor Luncheon in October. 
His South African tragedy, set to music by 
Kurt Weil, and adapted for the stage by 
M.axwell Anderson opened in New York this 
Fall. Lost in the Stars, sta"ing Todd Duncan 
is one of the outstanding productions of the 
season.] 
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