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-MIRROR TO THE SOUTH 
AUBREY 

F OR TWENTY YEARS or more I have felt 
that some day there would come a book 

which would lay bare the tragedy of our be
loved South and of its people, black and white, 
in the spirit of prophecy and regeneration. 
The limitations of poetry and preaching and 
scholarly discussion are stich that for me the 
novel seemed to offer the best hope as a 
medium. Obviously this novel was not likely 
to come from a Yankee pen, and thus far, in 
my opinion, no southern novelist has found 
the necessary insight and inspiration. 

At last this year the novel long looked for 
is at hand. But it is neither a northerner nor 
a southerner who has written it-it is a for
eigner who lives on the other side of the world. 
Nor is it even an American story-it is ours 
by indirection only. 

Orville Prescott, NC11J Yorh Ti mes book 
critic, wrote when the book was published a 
few months ago: "The finest novel I have ever 
read about the tragic plight of black-skinned 
people in a white man's world is Cry, Tbe Be
loved C01tntry by Alan Paton." The "Beloved 
Country" is South Africa, Mr. Paton's native 
land, and the Zulu hero of the story incar
nates the frustrated humanity and inarticu
late suffering of black people everywhere. 
Maxwell Anderson, who is preparing a drama
tization of the book in the manner of Greek 
tragedy for the Broadway stage, wrote to Mr. 
Paton: "For years I've wanted to write some
thing which would state the position and per
haps illuminate the tragedy of our own N e
groes. Now that I've read your story I think 
you have said as much as could be said both 
for your country and for ours." And a friend 
in Alabama to whom I recommended the book 
wrote after reading it: "It should be a slight 
comfort to Americans of the South to know 
that the white man did the Negro no too great 
disservice in bringing him to this country. 
Evidently all the problems of race conflict 
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have eventually come to the black tribes who 
stayed at horne. It is amazing how similar are 
the problems of the U. S. South and the Afri
can South." 

What are the similarities between South 
Africa's situation and ours which make this 
book a word spoken for us? 

For one thing, there is discrimination be
tween white and black-discrimination pro
vided for by law. This discrimination, both 
there and here, operates in political, economic, 
social, and other dimensions. It affects nu
trition, sanitation, housing, mortality rates 
medical care, education, worship, morality, 
legal requirements, and countless other areas 
which determine the nature of human ex
perience. And this story drives home the truth 
that even if exact justice (with a small "j") 
is administered to black people under the law, 
this docs not mean that any measure of Jus
tice (with a capital '']'') is being· granted to 
them by the white society which makes the 
laws. It is not necessary to list here all the 
standard discriminations. It is enough to state 
that ollr familiar Jim-Crow practices obtain 
in South Africa also, with certain oppressive 
additions. 

For another thing, there is fear. And this 
of course grows directly out of discrimina
tion, as it does here. The black man is afraid 
because his rights are few and because his only 
appeal is to the power which oppresses him. 
In the words of Dr. Howard Thurman, 
"There are few things more devastating than 
to have it burned into you that you do not 
count and that in the total environment there 
arc no provisions made for the literal protec
tion of your person .. . . The logic of the state 
of affairs is physical violence, but it need not 
fulfill itself in order to work its perfect 
havoc ... " 

The white man is afraid because of the 
bbck man's fear. He knows that he has given 
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the black man reason to fear, and that fear 
is a war of nerves which creates the danger of 
explosion. And in South Africa he never for
gets that he is one of two million white peo
ple in the midst of inore than eight million 
non-whites. The control of a majority by a 
minority requires repression, and the repres
sion and the fear chase each other around a 
vicious circle ever widening. 

For a third thing, there is suffering. The 
black people. suffer more in South Africa than 
here, but it is a difference of degree only. In 
both countries the suffering which is not seen 
is more real than the apparent evidences of 
suffering. It is this suffering of the human 
spirit which Alan Paton reveals. His pen dips 
so deep that it finds the jJcrson beneath all ex
ternalities of race and color and culturc--it 
finds the suffering at the core of a man, where 
he wrestles alone with God. 

Discrimination, fear, and suffering-this is 
the familiar pattern of our southern prob
lem. And the fourth thing grows out of these, 
a grave and terrible thing which goes under 
many names. It is our defense against our con
science, against which no defense will serve. 
It is self-justification, rationalization, preju
dicc--the closing of the ~nind, the clutching 
at religious sanctions, the distortion of fact, 
the intellectual and moral dishonesty and 
hypocrisy. With this hypocrisy goes a para
lyzing limitation upon the application of all 
our highest ideals which cripples our moral 
development and blinds our moral vision. Mr. 
Paton felt this so keenly that he chose for 
his hero a native Anglican mission pastor, 
"not primarily because of religious associa
tions, but because the figure of a black par
son, humble, devoted, in age-greened clothes, 
was to him the most tragic in all South Africa. 
For here was a man carrying one of the highest 
and noblest of the white man's messages, but 
himself, the messenger, of no account." As I 
sit in the congregation of San Francisco's 
Church for The Fellowship of All Peoples, 
and look about me at the Caucasian, Negro, 
and Oriental faces joined in the communion 
of worship, I can hardly believe that minis-

ters generally in America are preaching the 
universal Christian fellowship to carefully 
segregated audiences. 

These arc a few of the similarities between 
South Africa's case and ours, parallels which 
make Mr. Paton's story as it were a parable 
of our experience. But there arc certain dif
ferences-differences wllich ease the shock for 
the American reader. 

First, the author isn't talking about us, 
about our country, or about our Negroes. Our 
toes arc not stepped on. We don't feel per
sonally hit by the "sermon," or even directly 
criticized. And yet every fundamental reality 
of human experience in the book is applicable 
to our superficially different situation. 

Second, the situation is historically the re
verse of ours. Our Negroes came into an 
established European culture, and came as 
slaves. Their history is one of increasing lib
erty and social integration. But to South Af
rica the Europeans came into an established 
Negro tribal culture, and came as conquerors. 
The history of South African Negroes has 
been one of increasing subservience and social 
disin tegra tion. 

Third, as we read we can comfort our
selves with a sense of comparative virtue. By 
contrast we appear almost liberal. This se
duces us into sincere disapproval of sins graver 
than our own, and we are committed to "the 
side of the angels" almost before we realize 
that the angels stand opposed to our kindred 
sins also. Thus penitence and regeneration may 
catch us almost unawares. 

With differences and similarities, then, the 
South Africa of Cry, the Beloved Country is 
a mirror in which the American South may 
be seen reflected in dispassionate perspective. 
But what does the author offer as a solution? 

First it must· be said that he does .not see 
any pat solution. There is no panacea, and the 
outcome is defined on the final page as a secret 
known only to God. And next we can draw 
up a list of the things which the author does 
not offer. 

Mr. Paton docs not find a solution any
where in the realm of political power or phy-
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iical force. It is not to be found in rebellion 
by the natives, nor in the communist revolu
tion, nor in the legal attainment of power 
by either natives or white reformers. It is 
not to be found in legislation or its enforce
ment, though there are laws which must be 
revised. Ie is not to be found in organiza
t ions and institutions, although those who 
seek the solu~ion must usc these instruments 
too. 

No, it is not upon means or instrumentali
ties that Mr. Paton depends, but rather upon 
spiritual values as old a,s our civilization. They 
are the .certainty of God, the brotherhood of 
men, reverence for the value of each indi
vidu:tl person, a p:tssion for justice, devotion 
to the good 'of one's native land, and the trans
forming power of love, which alone has power 
completely. It is upon faith in such realities 
as these that Mr. Paton builds his ·hope. 

And it is in the spirit of faith, hope and 
love that this novel finds its strength. To be 
truly effective in the sensitive area of race 
relations a book must "catch men ' at their 
hearts," since emotion is the necessary dy
namic for action. But if the emotion aroused 
in those who ;are prejudiced or complacent is 

resentment or antagonism, no converts will 
be made. 

Now it is the genius of Alan Paton that 
he speaks of these "heavy matters" not as an 
accuser, prop:tgandist or reformer, but as a 
lover of human beings. 'He speaks with the 
tenderness of understanding, of compassion, 
of generosity, of humility. The story is an 
indictment, for us as well as for South Africa, 
but it is not framed as an indictment. It is 
framed as a confession of sin, as a professiol1 
of faith, as a handclasp and an embrace. Love 
for the "Beloved Country" breathes passion, 
ately from every page, love for its beauty, for 
its soil, and for its peopleo-English, Afri
kaner, Negro, Coloured, Indian - all. And ' 
above all, a profound love for God and truth. 

These, then, are some of the reasons why 
I present this first novel by a new author from 
the other side of the world as the most ac
ceptable and effective expression on the sub
ject of race relations for American readers, 
especially those South of the Line; and why 
I believe that it will not heighten tensions, 
but will instead, with its compassionate and 
profoundly moving spirit, make those see who 
until now were blind. 

FINAL AUTUMN 
MARGARET L. HARTLEY 

W INTE R CAME LATE that year-week after week 
The trees held color while the autumn rains 

Enameled trunks and branches metal-black, 
And winds were harmless on the stubborn gold. 
It was a bright farewell they bade to man 
Before inheriting' his lost estate-
Fire from the earth to herald fire from cloud, 
Signal of that last winter, crisoinl" df':1th 


	PC1_1_1_2_Southwest Review_1
	PC1_1_1_2_Southwest Review_2
	PC1_1_1_2_Southwest Review_3

