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REVIEW
To Teach Us
About Ourselves

Tin1e of Arrival and Other Essays by Dan Jacobson
(Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London)

A SOUTH AFRICAN READER, in South Africa, w]l
quickly flip through Mr. Jacobson's book, looking at
the dates at the foot of each of nineteen essays. None
about Africa more recent than 1960? And there follows
a strong disinclination to recreate from Mr. Jacobson's
clear and simple prose the mood of 1960 and earlier.
For one feels that not much else can be gain,~d than
this. It is all changing too fast for "Riot in Kimberley"
or "A Visit from Royalty", both written in 1953, or
even the long post-Sharpeville essay "South Africa"
(1960) to have more than period interest. Is that ho\v
it felt in 1953, to be a rebel against the white "morality
of survival"? He makes it sound funny yet bitter, the
officious policeman holding back the crowd waiting for
the princesses to arrive at a dance, teased by the crowd,
who call him "Field Marshal Smuts", then the young
English-speaking man trying to whip up the dis
appointed onlookers by turning their attention to some
near-by Indians: "Look at them filthy f-- coolies,
coming to look at the King and Queen as if they're
white men." The emptiness, the false gods, the rancour,
the pettiness, but with it some humour, warmth and
enthusiasm. And above all, the period flavour-how
different are things now, when the "filthy coolies" are
being asked to form a police reserve, when a new
university is being builr up for them on Salisbury
Island, staffed by intense young Afrikaners. Why?
Why? Because it's ten years nearer the threat to what
the whites understand by survival, and everything is
changing.

Everything is changing; since the 1960 essay, despite
the marvellous common-sense with which Mr. Jacobson
reduces the likelihood of the "last ditch", or of "black
South Africa", more than common-sense is needed to
sum up the South Africa of 1963.

So ESSAYS like these date within months of their
appearance. Yet they are still of value, and for more·
than the period flavour they recreate. For in them is a
mass of the sort of evidence that South Africans need,
to see and digest in the search for themselves. True,
Mr. Jacobson knows nothing about African people
("Ben and Betty have been with us for years, and we
thought we knew them so well ..."). But he can tell
the white inquirer much that he has not found out about
himself or his people, when he writes' of South Africa
.as one affectionate towards us and our people, but
standing slightly outside.
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This gives his essays on England 'and oa Israel indi
vidual flavour. 1~he judgements, moral and aesthetic,
of this young man from. Kimb~rley and WitS., instruct
in this way, and also entertain, for he seldom writes
m-ore than a fe\v paragraphs togeth~r without" illumi
nating his earnestness with the ilnaginat~ve phrases· of
a novelist. His es'savs on books, on Kafka, Jame-s' Bald
win, Scott Fitzgerald, best of all, on Uncle 1 ori'i,· S

Cabin, are admirable, \vith none of the specialist touch
of the South African essays. It is perhaps this last
flavour which takes away slightly from the whole. Ju~t

as· every South African abroad is taken to be, arid sets
himself up as', an authority on these ill-used' creatures;
snakes (about which a tiny few know more than nlmes
and myths), so "the situation" is becoming a special
subject for the South African, or the ex-South African,
as Jacobson calls himself. He knows and senses 10
times more than most, but he cannot know the changes,
and he cannot diagnose without knowing them. His
task is to teach us about ourselves, and this he does
\vell, even announcing. in places his credentials: "As an
ex-South African and a Jew, I can claim to know
something, both from within and \vithout, of the kind
of feeling that is released within groups and individuals
vihen they are threatened, or feel themselves to be
threatened, by the demands and prejudices of other
groups with whom they share a town, or city. or
country." e

L.F.H.

PROVIDING FOR REVOLUTION
('continued froln page 61)

All the present police-state law can do is to add a
fu~her, intolerable stin~. to the goading that is already
takIng place under pOSItIve apartheid. Even today over
two thousand South Africans are in gaol because of
the Government's Poqo panic. Evidence of police beat
ings and tortures is now so commonplace as to have
reached even a United Party spokesman in Parliament.
Apleni, leader of a party alleged to intend an attack on
Matanzima is to hang, Masondo, 25-year-old Fort Hare
lecturer, is to spend twelve years in gaol for sawing
down two electric light poles; Sobukwe is to kept on
Robben Island, his sentence expired, until "this side of
eternity" in Mr. Vorster's amusing phrase. And they
are individual symbols. The reality of suffering for
political beliefs is known at first hand to many thou
sands, and their number grows.

THE PICTURE of South Africa is of a Government
forcing upon the lllass of its people policies insupport
able by the great mass of them, and goading them into
outright revolution by the use of naked injustice and
brutality. If there had once been a hope entertained by
the apologists for apartheid that it would eventually be
accepted by its victims, the new General Laws Amend
ment Act h(:ls killed that hope. It has done more, it
has guaranteed that those victims will be goaded into
destroying it. •
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