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This essay will be looking at the process of individuation in 

three of Gordimer's novels. While it might be better to say 

self-discovery, it is the struggle to attain individuation which 

describes more accurately exactly what I want to look at. The 

term "individuation" is linked irrevocably to Jungian psychology 

but this is perhaps relevant as it is rather safe to say that 

knowledge of Jung seems to be much more pervasive among South 

African intellectuals and educated people than it is in Australia. 

After all, the biographer of Carl Jung was Laurens Van der Post, 

one of South Africa's philosophical gurus. It is almost 

superfluous to add that he was greatly influenced by Jung and 

widely read in South Africa. For the past 40 years there has 

been a much greater wealth of psychological literature available to 

South African readers than to Australians. This has been due to 

copyright laws which have meant that American books are not 

available in Australia until they have been published in the United 

Kingdom first. Helen Shaw's father, in the Lying Days is reading 

the rather interestingly titled Sub-Conscious You, as early as 

1948. Helen notes that it is written by a famous American 

psychiatrist, no such book exists in the Australian library system, 

and the title is most likely fictional. Even today, as in 1950, 

South Africans have direct access to much popular Canadian and 

American psychology that never appears in Australia. Often this 

literature consists of popular distillations of Jung, Freud, and 

Adler which seems to be still popular in South Africa. The 

Sub-Conscious You, could easily be Jung's Undiscovered Self. 

Gordimer as a writer would have had much greater access to 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
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literature on Jung (and other psychologists) and much greater 

opportunities to be influenced by him than her Australian 

I equivalent. Judie Newman has noticed in A Guest of Honour, that 

I
Gordimer has used Wilhelm Reich's psychoanalytical hypothesis. 

Reich was a German, Freudo- Marxist: "Reich argued that instinct 

is good until adulterated by repressions, and that freedom from 

repression would lead to social progress" [Reich, as quoted by 

I Reich Newman.p41]. also argued that all revolutions would fail 

I
if only politically and economically and do not extend to the 

repressive morality of everyday life. Repression is the result of 

I authoritarian patriarchy. So long as the family persists, 

authority creeps back. [Newman.p.413 This is powerful stuff 

l and Reich's theories are still taken seriously. In all three 

I
novels under discussion, it is possible to see how these theories, 

along with those from other psychological theorists, have 

I influenced Gordimer. It is certainly obvious from her writing that 

she was aware of some psychology and made use of various 

1  terminologies of Jungian origin. This, however, is not going to 

an essay on Jung's effect on Gordimer as a writer. Such a 

I
be 

topic is more relevant for an MA or PhD thesis. Jungian 

I psychology is not going to be discussed nor will any attempt be 

made to psychoanalyse the characters under discussion. What is 

I going to be looked at is the individuati.on or process of self- 

of the characters involved. In two of the novels this 

U
discovery 

involves only the main protagonists. In My Son's Story, however, 

I
due to the nature of this novel it is necessary to spend some time 

I 
examining the father Sonny. Whether or not these characters 
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complete the individuation process is up to a psychologist to 

I 
decide. It is important to note that individuation is often seen 

as a goal which people can approach but not necessarily actually 

I
accomplish. It is entirely a subjective process to say who is or 

who is not approaching it EStorr.p.171]. The fact that they are 

I undergoing this process I take as self-evident. They are 

certainly discovering themselves, which is what individuation 

involves. This is the finding within yourself of the real you 

and doing or becoming what you are meant to be. It has been 

commented that Gordimer loses sight of what she is trying to say! 

After having read most of Gordimer's work and having lived in 

Southern Africa for 5 years, it has only been recently that I 

have begun to develop my own understanding of what I think she is 

trying to say at least in part. I say in part, because Gordimer 

does sometimes have several themes within one novel. I strongly 

suspect that the concept of individuation or discovery of self is 

at the centre of much of her literature. It has been said that, 

"the most conspicuous mark of the moral level of any community is 

the value it sets on human personality" [Streeter, B.pp.313-14]. 

This statement seems to be peculiarly relevant for South Africa, 

I
and individuals are unquestionably important in Gordimer's novels. 

By looking at individuation in her literature I can perhaps go 

I part way towards discovering if there are any grounds for this 

I 
surmise. Unfortunately I can only explore this exciting 

observation to the level an Honours thesis allows but this is the 

surmise that is at the centre of this essay and the topic under 

discussion. 
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I For this essay I have carefully chosen three of Gordimer's 

novels that are consistently 20 years apart. All three represent 

I three different Nadine Gordimers, and help show how her work ha
s 

I
evolved over time. The first novel I have chosen is also her 

first, The Lying Days (1953). It is perhaps the least South 

African of her novels. It is also to some degree 

autobiographical. (Clingman.p27] It is a conventional 

I learning. Biidungsroman novel of Education and [Newman.p17] 

I
It is, however, a text for English one at the University of C

ape 

Town, so it is still a very important book in South Africa itself
. 

I The main character in this novel and the one under discussio
n in 

this essay, is Helen Shaw. She is a young, white woman, who grows 

I in town the East Rand, up a mining (Atherton) on just outside 

I
Johannesburg. This is clearly Helen's story but it is not a 

particularly South African story. There is a lot in this novel 

I that another British Colonial could identify with. One 

particularly relevant issue is education and we follow Helen 

I through University, intellectual circles and life's experience
s. 

' The second novel is The Conservationist (1972), the winner of 

the 1974 Booker prize. This time the main protagonist and 

character under discussion is a middle-aged, bi-lingual, white 

businessman of German descent. With farms in Africa, Germans and 

I troubled souls there are definitely shades of Olive Schreiner,
 and 

Story of an African Farm, here. Mehring is an unlikely person 

I for individuatiori as he is getting on a bit, though still 

I
relatively young at 45. Gordimer, however, is still quite 

I 
sympathetic towards him, more so than towards any of the other 



I 

1 
5 

characters under discussion. She is certainly very familiar with 

his body. "His fingers comb the damp springy hair, draw down the 

I foreskin that has been pushed back during the shower; weigh the 

I
uneven balls, absently tender to the one that is smaller and 

lighter than the other" [The Conservationist, p49.3. Gordimer is 

I certainly fond of men's bodies. She even writes favourably of the 

old, Afrikaner patriarch from next door when he visits. This is 

the woman who also likens the male penis to the flower on a banana 

in The Conservationist, a positive image if there ever was one, 

I don't suppose Gordimer is doing anything different to men from 

what heterosexual male writers have been doing to the bodies of 

women for centuries. Sexuality is especially important in this 

novel as it is in all the novels under discussion. Mehring's own 

sexuality is however the major key to his own self discovery. It 

leads directly to the crisis he finds himself in at the end of the 

novel. 

The last novel under discussion is also Gordimer's most recent 

work. In My Son's Stor' (1990), for the first time Gordimer moves 

outside White South Africa, but she does not go very far. The 

world of the coloureds is still Western orientated and, like the 

Whites divided into Afrikaans and English speaking worlds. 

Gordimer does not even bother to give her family a surname. The 

father is also known only by the diminutive "Sonny." Maybe this 

is to avoid anyone making any comparisons with reality as this 

whole novel has remarkable similarities with the life of the Rev 

Allan Boesak. Maybe this further explains the fact that Aila is 

from a Muslim family and is obviously married to a non-Muslim. 
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This is an unusual enough sit
uation to warrant comm

ent. What 

I
usually happens when a

 Coloured Muslim marri
es a Christian is that

 

the Christian is expec
ted to convert to Isla

m. During his well 

I publicised trial in 1
988, the well known r

evolutionary Ashley 

I 
Forbes converted to I

slam and married his 
Muslim girlfriend in 

jail. While most of ordimer
1 s characters never see

m to have any 

I
strong religious belie

fs (which is unusual),
 the omission on the 

part of Sonny and h
is family is signif

icant and perhaps a
 

I
criticism, or caution

. No doubt the race of
 the family was 

I 
dictated by c3ordimer's

 need to comment on som
e of the goings on in 

the increasingly powe
rful anti-apartheid m

ovement. Sonny1 s 

I
political grouping is 

most probably the Unit
ed Democratic Front or

 

UDF, something Gordime
r would never be able 

to say in actuality as
 

I
at the time of writing

 it would have been mo
re dangerous for her, 

personally, to criticise elements of the anti-apartheid movement 

I than the government itself. 

I
There are two main cha

racters in this novel,
 as the title 

might suggest. it is the father, the 
political activist, "S

onny' 

I
who comes up for most

 of the flak this tim
e. Even an amateur 

psychologist can see t
hat Sonny does not rep

resent a great example
 

I of a man struggling to 
attain indivicluation. 

It is the son who 

I 
is the narrator of th

is story and a buddin
g writer who is the 

really important perso
n in this novel. He is the only charact

er 

who is making a seri
ous attempt to under

go the individuation
 

process, which is, and
 especially in William

's case, an extremely 

painful process. in fact the novel most
 likely represents the

 

completion of this pro
cess for him. 
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The three characters under discussion, then, are quite 

different but they do share some common denominators on their path
s 

I
to individuation. Sexuality and sexual awareness and developmen

t 

are important to all three but this is only to be expected.
 

Healthy sexual development (the definition varies) is so obviousl
y 

I
an important ingredient of self-discovery or individuation. In 

all three cases the individuals concerned are breaking away from o
r 

I
escaping destructive family situations and trying to create thei

r 

own environments, Will and Helen especially. Strong inter-persona
l 

I relationships are also important on the path to individuation an
d 

I 
all the characters have this. The near achievement of your 

individuation is meant to be characterised by mature relationships
. 

I
People need to be able to interact with others to grow and learn

. 

The man who is icily remote from, or slavishly dependent upon hi
s 

I fellows cannot be regarded as a mature human being. [Storr.p.17
0] 

I 
Paul Bailey also notes in the introduction to Lying Days,  that

 

"It's indicative of Nadine Gordimer's honesty that Helen only grow
s 

I
in stature when she is surrounded by men and women more alert an

d 

intelligent than herself" [Bailey.p.xiii]. Joel Aaron and Ludi 

1 Koch are a great help to Helen but it is not always necessary t
o 

I 
have a mature individual to help you to individuate but it doe

s 

help. I mention this because Mehring's Gipsy mistress and Will's 

I
father are important in their self-discovery, yet just how far t

he 

father and the mistress have gone down the path to individuation 
is 

I debatable. Helen's lover Paul is also a man full of internal 

destructive contradictions. Isa says he is not whole and by 

I 
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I implication acknowledges that Helen is well on her way to being so. 

' 
Jung says: "Personality is the supreme realisation of the innate 

living being. is high idiosyncrasy of a It an act of courage 

' flung in the face of life, the absolute affirmation of all that 

constitutes the individual, the most successful adaption to the 

universal conditions of existence coupled with the greatest 

possible freedom for self-determination" (Jung.p.171]. Nadine 

I Gordimer is brave For freedom the a woman with a passion. 

I struggle for the individual to be him or herself is what is 

important to them in a society which has for so long denied this 

I simple freedom to so many. Hopefully I can show this by examining 

the three very different personalities under di.scussion in this 

I essay. 

I 
I 
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I In Lying Days Helen Shaw is unquestionably the main character. 

The novel is largely about her, following her growth and self- 

I discovery, from 10 to 24, the about years of age usually most 

I
formative years in any mature individual's life. This is the 

least South African of her novels, and there is something universal 

in it. Helen's education, growth and struggle to approach 

individuation is no doubt the same for many young people 

I everywhere. In Lying Days, Gordimer's own agenda is political 

I
not so intrusive or as radical as it is in many of her later 

novels. What Clingman says of her pre-1953 short stories, is 

I also applicable to Lying Days: "the major concern lies in moments 

of psychological illumination, or in exploration of the human 

I condition per se" ECiingman.p22.] it is a more personality 

I
orientated novel than any of the others and this is reflected in 

the fact that it is autobiographical to some extent. Gordimer 

I
also grew up in a small town like Atherton, she also had an over 

protective mother, but her own background was Jewish (an English- 

I Jewish mother and Lithuanian-Jewish father), not Anglo-Saxon as 

with Helen. 

I Helen first appears on the scene in Lying Days, as a 

I
rebellious child, refusing to go with her mother and father to 

tennis, which she has to do because there is no one else at home. 

I Right from the beginning Helen is having conflict with her mother 

I 
and her mother is pretending indifference to Helen's plight but 

when she does go off and leave her daughter she is convinced that 

I
"something" [p.14] would happen to Helen. It is more than 

appropriate that Gordimer has started this novel at what was 

I 
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probably one of Helen Shaw's first heroic attempts at independence. 

It is obviously the first time Helen has been left at home on her 

own. Once at home on her own, Helen goes to her bedroom. 

"1 stood before the mirror that was the middle door of the 

wardrobe, looking at myself. After a long time, steady and 

unblinking, only the sound of my breath, the face was just a 

face like other people's face's met in the street. It looked 

at me a little larger." (p.15] 

The important thing to note here is just what does Helen see in the 

mirror? Suddenly, whatever it is she has seen forces her to run 

out into the street into the big wide world on her own. "It was 

different being down on the road instead of up in the bus or the 

car, seeing it underneath" [p.17]. It is obvious that Helen has 

not done this sort of thing before. But the adventure is only 

about to begin. Helen is well on her way to encountering a life 

changing experience. 

"The red dust path turning off to the stores was somewhere I 

had never been. There were children on the mine, little 

children in pushcarts whose mothers let their nursegiris take 

them anywhere they liked, go down to the filthy Kaffir stores 

to gossip with the boys and let those poor little babies 

they're suppose to be taking care of breathe in Heaven knows 

what dirt and disease my mother often condemned."[p.lB] 
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I It is not hard to see who was responsible for Helen's sheltered 

life to date. However, because it would have been to go nowhere 

I for Helen to turn back when she first sees the stores, she gets up 

I
her courage to go and investigate what for her is an entirely new 

world. 

I
At the stores Helen sees and experiences many things, but 

what has the most impact on her is her first encounter with the 

I more than influential Joel Aaron, even though she does not know him 

I
as Joel at this time. Strangely enough, Joel is to know and be 

familiar with all Helen's movements at least 10 years before she 

even knows he exists. 

I "It was at this moment that a small boy came skipping down the 

I 
pavement white and unconcerned with a tin pistol dangling 

against his navy-blue pants and a bicycle bell tringing 

1 
importantly in his hand .. .. he was dark, but his eyes were big 

and light beneath childishly rumpled eyebrows... 11[p.21) 

I 

I 

This boy (Joel?) then disappears into one of the Jewish stores. 

Helen cannot say why the sight of another child is so startling to 

I
her. "He seemed to flash through my mind; tearing mystery, 

strangeness, as a thick cobweb spoils to nothing brushed away by 

I the hand of man" [p.21]. This is a flash of something for 

I 
Helen, but what? Anthony Storr writes, "It is only gradually 

that the small child begins to be aware of himself as a separate 

I
entity, and at the same time to be aware of other people as 

separate also. It is probable that this loss of the original or 

I 
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I primary identification with the mother takes place, partly by means 

of the child becoming orientated in space through the discovery of 

I the its body. To kick is to discover boundaries of own an object 

I
that there is both a self and a non-self" (Storr.p813. Before 

Helen left home, her face in the mirror was like any other on the 

I street, but in noticing the small white boy she is given a shock
. 

It is his physical features she notices and what she is seeing is 

I that he is different from her, by doing so it is the shock of and ' the discovery that she does have a self. One other of the objects 

in question for Helen is the tortoise shell that she then notices 

in the shop window. it is something she wants and has an 

affection for as if it were, "a creature in itself" (p.223. Lying 

1  Days, then opens at a most appropriate time, when Helen Shaw i
s 

into an act of selt-realisation and discovery of self. 

I
catapulted 

I 

it is the first real step she takes on her own. 
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I It would be pleasant to think that all people's personalities 

evolve slowly over time and that growth takes place in a slow 

I This happen continuous process. may in some instances, but 

I
unfortunately the path to individuation is not usually so well 

defined. Life often ambles along at a steady but unchanging 

I pace for years, until some minor event or experience leads to some 

sort of revolution in thinking. In many ways Helen is both lucky 

I in the that her to individuation and conventional course path 

I
takes. Most of her self-discovery, pain, and growth, takes 

place in her late teens and early twenties. Society expects 

I young adults to be "growing up" and experiencing these 

difficulties. Individuation, however, is a little different from 

I growing up. Helen repeatedly comments how she and her mother 

I 
were alike in many ways. "During that time my life was so much my 

mother's that it seemed that the only difference between us was the 

I
significance of age" [p.39]. It would have been much easier for 

Helen to follow in her mother's footsteps, go out to the mine 

I dances, meet a nice boy from the mine and then proceed to replicate 

her mother's life. This would have most likely prevented or 

I stopped the individuation process, as happened with her mother. 

I
This is not the path, however, about which novels are written. 

Lying Days is structured into three parts, the Mine, the Sea 

1  the City. The Mine, covers Helen's life until she was 17 and has 

already been discussed. Despite her flash of seif-realisation as 

I a 10 year old, her life is fairly conventional. Atherton is her 

I
only known world. The only outside world she sees is in English 

I 

children's literature--the world of upper middle class English 
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I children, which is exotic enough for her. The chapter headed 

the sea covers Helen's trip down to the South Coast of Natal for a 

I holiday in the 1940's. By the is to have early sea she an 

' explosive but positive experience, that gets her finally moving on 

the path towards indivi.duation. For the first time, something will 

I strain those cords that bind her to her parents and Atherton. 

Helen then goes to Katembi River for her holiday, to stay with 

Mrs Koch a friend of her mother. Quite by chance Mrs Koch's 

I
sensual and unconventional son is home from the army on leave at 

this time. Ludi Koch is ten years Helen's senior. Lucky for 

I
Helen, he is an honourable young man with the contraceptive effect 

of an unrequited love for a young woman called Maud hanging over 

I his head. In many ways Helen was lucky to meet him. He was to 

I 
be the right man at the right time. His sex is crucially 

important as he is also the first object of desire in Helen's 

1  
slowly awakening sexuality. 

The Koch household is entirely different from that from which 

I she has come. Helen notices this immediately on her arrival, when 

Mrs Koch shows her to her room. "There was no pressure, no effort 

I demanded of me"[p.50]. She is encountering a different, more 

I
pleasant lifestyle from the one at home. Helen's attraction to 

Ludi is not immediate. At first she is confused by him. "I could 

I not fit him into the inherited categories of my child's experience, 

and that made me obscurely anxious.. ."[p.56]. For the first time 

I Helen is starting to realise there is a world outside of and 

I
different to the mine. Ludi has also lived and worked at the 

I 
mine, but found the people and lifestyle unpleasant and foreign. 
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I 
Maybe this was the formative experience that helped Ludi to self- 

I discovery, as he is clearly well down the path towards 

individuation. "He had standards of his own this Ludi, and the 

I barriers of youth or age were artificial to him because he knew, as 

I
easily as the blind know the shape of things beneath the exterior 

they do not see, the secret contour of the self" (p.56]. It is 

I often a sign of individuation in oneself that you can also see it 

in others and this can make you blind to a person's physical 

I This is Helen Ludi, appearance. what really amazes about the 

I
fact that he does not know what people look like. Faces did not 

interest him. On the mine where Helen comes from, physical 

I appearance is obviously important. She has seen the trouble her 

mother goes to fixing her own appearance, when she is about to 

I receive company (up her mask so to speak). Mrs Shaw has a goes 

to get awfully flustered, if anyone is cheeky enough to 

I
tendency 

drop in unexpectedly. This lack of interest in physical 

I
appearance, on the part of Ludi, speaks volumes on his character. 

He would have been a good role model for Helen in this respect, 

I even though it may have taken years for her to learn this lesson 

I
effectively. 

The Koch household is clearly a free and relaxed one. Helen 

I
is drawn to Mrs Koch: "because she gave access to herself in a way 

that I did not know anyone ever did" [p.51]. After just a short 

I time in this household there seems to be such harmony. "There was 

a sense of rest and familiarity when we sat together in the living 

I room in the early evenings"[p.55]. One major thing the South 

Coast did for Helen, was to show her a world outside of her own. 
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I 
The other major happening there, was of a more personal nature, 

I the first flowering so to speak of her budding, adolescent 

I 
sexuality. Once Helen had got over the shock of Ludi's difference, 

she proceeded to fall in love with him. It is the conventional 

I
first love of the virgin, for the older more experienced man. 

However, in many ways Helen was still a child and both the lovers 

were aware of this. Helen's "greatest concern was to keep from 

I 
him anything that might remind him that I was still a child, and so 

I do not want him to know that it puzzled me" [p.72]. Despite the 

' sexual foreplay Ludi and Helen get up to, he never forgets she is 

really a child. This is probably a blessing for Helen, as she 

I admits later: "I was too young to want that which I loved to be 

human. Even in the attraction of Ludi's body, I wanted the ideal 

I rather than the real" [p.78]. Helen was too young for sex, all she 

I
engages in is a little petting, genitals never come into the 

picture at all. Helen is only just beginning to discover the 

I
sexual side of herself. 

Back in Atherton, Helen can no longer accept things there as 

I calmly as she once did. She soon comes to the realisation that 

I
life on the mine, was "conducted on a surface of polite triviality 

that was insensitive to the real flow of life that was being 

1 experienced, underneath" [p.76]. With the South Coast not far 

behind her, however, Helen is still very much in the orbit of 

I Ludi's influence. At first Helen rejects the idea of going to 

I 
University, because of Ludi's opinions. "Now that I had decided 

it seemed ridiculous that I had ever even considered the place. I 

felt that Ludi and I were proudly alone .......only the things that 
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I 
he and I knew mattered"[p.91]. Helen's refusal to go to 

I University at this stage is not a retrogressive action. It is a 

rejection of her mother's reasons for going to University. She 

I for decides not to go the blazer and prestige, which had been her 

I
motivation for considering the option in the first place. Helen 

was still hopelessly in love with Ludi, and trying to live hi
s 

I life. Later she realises: "It is amazing how little reality one 

can live when one is very young. It is only when one is beginning 

I that have to be to approach maturity achievement and possession 

I
concrete"[p.943. Helen was living on hope, air you might say, 

which would allow her to drift along quite easily for a few month
s 

I until reality started to intrude. Still Ludi's influence was so 

great she did not enjoy parties and social gatherings because o
f 

I "immediate feeling of estranging myself from Ludi, and what Ludi 

The fact that he was in Italy, that the South Coast was 

I
thought. 

months away, made no difference. Like God, to deny his teiaets was 

I
to lose him" [p.95] Even though initially Helen swallowed Ludi's 

world, completely hook, line, and sinker, surrendering h
er ego 

I barriers to him, and allowing herself to be absorbed by him 

I
completely. Love, rarely lasts forever, Ludi had made her think, 

but the lack of his continued presence led to the situation i
n 

I
which Helen believing that she was living Ludi's way of life

, by 

keeping aloof from that of the mine; "had all the time been 

I creating a third way of my own as unconscious as a spider sa
livates 

his thin silver lifeline of survival" [p.96] It is at this time 

I Helen has another mystical experience, like that at the store
s. 

1  
This time she discovers herself physically as a separate individu

al 
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I 
in the bath. She looks down at her body: "the sight of it 

I suggesting the pleasures of which it was capable.. ." [p.97-8]. 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
1 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
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Helen's deciding to attend University is something she does on 

the spur of the moment. She just walks in and enrols. No 

agonising this time. She says: "I went out of doubt and boredom 

and sense of wonder at life: the beginning of all seeking, the 

muddled start of the journey towards oneself" [p.99]. It is 

comments like this that make it abundantly clear that Helen is 

seeking individuation. To approach oneself is to come to self- 

realisation and discover self. Helen is even aware of what things 

she has to do to do this. "1 wanted to read and I wanted to talk 

to people"[p.99]. Here we have the self-education of that 

introverted activity, reading, and the interaction with more alert, 

intelligent, men and women. 

It is on the train to University that Helen finally 

acknowledges Joel Aaron, for the first time. He has noticed her 

for years, as he tells her, but she is not at first consciously 

aware of the fact that she has seen him before. Joel is one of 

the major catalysts involved in Helen's individuation. He is 

instrumental in giving Helen entree to the group of people that are 

going to have such a big impact on her life in the city. He is 

the one who introduces her to the "set" even though he knows it for 

what it is. This is somewhat troubling to his conscience , though 

in Durban at the end of the novel, he says rather sensibly: "Two 

things could have happened to you in that set. You could have been 

entirely taken in by them, for the rest of your life. Or you 

could have seen through them and been hurt and disappointed as you 

were"[p.363]. During Helen's early University days, Joel is 

often giving Helen sensible advice, not that she always takes it. 
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I 
Joel, however, was always there, particularly when the vexing 

I issue of parents came up. 

"There is that in you that is them, and it's that unkillable 

I
fibre of you that will hurt you and pull off balance wherever 

you run to, -unless you accept it. Accept them in you, 

I accept them as they are, even if you yourself choose to live 

differently, and you'll be all right" [p.126]. 

When Helen was like a younger version of her mother, she did 

not have much conflict with her parents. It was only as she began 

I to discover and create her own identity that the trouble with her 

parents began. Just how good a friend Joel is, becomes apparent 

I in Helen's dispute with her mother over the Black student Mary. 

1 
Joel remains silent and does not take Helen's side, much to her 

chagrin. Helen is annoyed because her mother locked herself in the 

I kitchen with the servant Anna, to discuss the wayward child. it 

I 
makes Helen think a little when Joel says: "Your mother succeeds 

in the personal relationship; she fails in words; in the theory. 

I
Your theory's sound all right, but you betray it in the heat of 

personal involvements" [p.124]. Helen does not progress very far 

in inter-racial relations, but she does stop forcing herself on a 

shy, frightened Black girl. Sometimes the reader is left 

I wondering why a man such as Joel perseveres with Helen. For great 

I
periods of time, she seems to stand still or even regress. Maybe 

Joel sees behind Helen's mask, the one she shows to the world. 

I
The mask does not attract him but the potential hidden behind it: 
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I 
'the saw in me what no one else did, things even ordinary, physical 

I differences of which only I myself was aware ... "[p.280]. Helen 

finds the University useful, it does at least give her an 

I "Every education. day I was exploring further into my own 

I
ignorance. What I did not know; what I had not heard of- this 

the University was teaching me. I was slightly dazed.. ."[p.103]. 

I Helen does not finish her degree but as she herself comments 

this does not mean she did not benefit from it. The University 

I helps Helen the to break from her give courage away parents and 

I
move out of the family home. Still it does take her a little way 

along the path to i.ndividuation. She still very clearly has 

I problems with her parents. There is a lot she still needs to 

discover about herself. It was a bigger step for Helen to move out 

I of the home than it was to to University. parental even go 

I
Moving in with Jenny and John is seen by her as a liberating step. 

"1 felt as a man must who finds himself in a country where the 

I
subversive doctrine he has believed in for years is actually t

he 

dignified practice of government. An almost physical expansion 

I took place in me...." (p.2093. Helen does eventually see through 

Marcuses. They really were a surrogate family for her, 

I
the 

which would make her move a retrogressive step. 

I
The really major event in Helents life occurs when she is 

in the city, the one responsible for allowing her to approach 

I individuation, is a passionate love affair with Paul Clark. In 

all three of Gordimer's novels, sex plays an important part in the 

individualts self-discovery. It is not surprising that it does. 

After all sexuality is at the very heart of any individual's 
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personality and self-discovery. Only a whole, integrated, 

individuated person is meant to be capable of a happy fulfilled sex 

life, and only then if their partner is in the same category. it 

takes two individuated, whole, self-realised individuals to form a 

happy long lasting sexual relationship [Storr.ch9]. As Helen and 

Paul's relationship progresses, Gordimer makes it abundantly clear 

that she was aware of either what the psychologists were saying or 

the reality of life. Paul is Helen's first real love, so as 

can be expected she makes a lot of mistakes. She positively 

forgets the existence of Joel and other friends. Helen says: 

"There was a peculiar charm in loving a woman, a girl as 

young as I was. Whose desire was to identify herself entirely 

with his being. Older women he had known had, I imagine, 

wanted to possess him, . . .But I wanted to devote myself to 

him." (p.252] 

I 

I 

This is honeymoon love, Helen's ego boundaries are dissolved 

entirely and she merges her identity with that of Paul (Scott- 

I
Peck.pp91-5]. "My love for him was at that extreme exclusive, 

intensely selfish stage when nothing and nobody interested me 

I unless connected with him" [p.246]. Helen even types Paul's MA 

I 
thesis, something she vowed never to do when she was a free 

separate individual with her own identity. It is common knowledge 

I
that the honeymoon does not last forever. When the end comes there 

is either separation or true love between two separate individuals. 

I (Scott-Peck, pp.173-811. Helen decides to go to Europe so it is 
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separation that happens in this case. Isa foresaw where their 

relationship was going in the beginning, long before either half of 

the couple had an inkling as to how it would turn out. She says 

of Helen: "You're the kind. You're a giver- you'll pile 

everything on the bonfire. But don't marry him" [p.230]. Isa 

knows what is missing in Paul that will make it impossible for 

Helen to have a mature love relationship with him. Isa later says 

that Helen was too clever for Paul in her emotions. "I think 

you're one of those women who have a great talent for loving a man, 

but he's not whole enough to have that love expended upon him" 

[p.334]. Isa's criticisms of Paul are harsh but they ring true. 

Joel, when he meets Helen in Durban near the end of the novel, 

quickly realises that Helen is not only running away from her 

failure with Paul but: "also what you conceive to be Paul's 

failure with himself .....ou can't bear anything to be less than the 

creation you've made of it in your mind" [p.357]. Joel's 

interpretation is similar to Isa's, only the slant is different. 

Despite Paul's shortcomings, he does have a big impact on Helen's 

life. Her passionate love affair with him is the major event that 

leads to the resolution of her self-discovery process. After all, 

the relationship broke up because Helen was whole or capable of 

becoming so and Paul was not. 

One thing Paul does help Helen with is the relationship 

towards her parents. Paul was always critical of Helen's deceit 

towards her parents about her living with him. Helen obviously 

worries about her parents' attitude towards her relationship with 

Paul. She seems almost justified in this by her mother's reaction 
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when she finally tells her: "Living with this man and lying, 

1  writing letters and lying--What do you want to end up on the 

street" [p.273]. Helen's mother then rather melodramatically 

1  her daughter to darken her doorstep tells never again. In her 

' reaction the mother is ridiculous and Paul certainly sees it as 

such. Still Helen is greatly affected by it all, especially when 

she realises that the creature yelling at her mother in Atherton is 

the real Helen, not the one who lives with Paul. Helen can't 

I make voice the break. Joel's is in the background, intoning if 

I
you reject them you reject yourself because there is in them what 

is also within you. You have to accept it as such. Helen does 

I
have a reconciliation initiated by her father, who for almost the 

first time takes direct action in an attempt to heal what is 

I largely a mother-daughter rift. Helen's life up to her break up 

Paul had been a lie. She had lied to her parents, and lied to 

I
with 

herself, that the girl who lived with Paul was real. It is the 

I
lying days of youth she leaves behind when she travels. So when 

it finally comes to Helen: "I'll go to Europe. Thats what I want. 

I I'll go away. Like a sail filling with the wind, I felt a sense 

of aliveness, and a sweeping relief" [p.333]. This is how Helen 

I finds herself in Durban with Joel, where she is to have her last 

I
great self-realising event in the novel. On encountering Joel, 

Helen quickly realises how much she has shamed and ignored her old 

I friend while she was involved with Paul. 

The fact that Helen has not quite found herself yet in Durban 

I is seen in her perception of Joel. Still she worships him and 

I
sees him as superior in many ways. "Of lovers and friends, he 
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seemed the only one who had not discarded everything and found 

nothing" [p.366]. A need to believe in something is a strong 

necessary accompaniment of individuation. Helen is also envious 

of his Jewish birth and the fact that he now has a homeland where 

he can belong. She also notices, just how unselfconscious he is. 

It is only once Joel has left that Helen (in her hotel room) has 

a mystical flash of seif-realisation. 

"A feeling of extraordinary calm possessed me- Now it's all 

right. I am not practising any sort of self-deception any 

longer. And I am not running away... because now I know I'm 

coming back here." [p.367] 

It has taken 367 pages but finally Helen has achieved the calmness 

of the individuated person leaving behind forever the lying days of 

youth. 
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MySon's Story is not ostensibly a novel, not in the literary 

sense but in the fictional reasons its narrator gives for writing 

it. The "story" is in fact a psychological exercise for the 

writer, a common device some psychologists (or even people on their 

own initiative) use on their patients to help them with their 

problems [Scott-Peck.1978]. With what the character Will has 

I been through in his short life, it would not be surprising if he 

I 
was in need of an extensive course of psychotherapy. He does 

have problems, many of them directly attributable to his father. 

I
So once he has the time, he sits down and starts to reflect on his 

life and that of his family. This is Will's attempt to 

I individuate, to come to terms with himself and what his father has 

I 
done to his whole family. His story begins with the rather sad 

epithet: "What he did-my father- made me a writer. Do I thank 

I
him for that? Why couldn't I have been something else? I am 

a writer and this is my first book-that I can never publish" 

I Ep.277]. It is the "never publish" that gives this story away 

for what it is, a young man's brave attempt to come to terms with 

I himself as an individual. Will is the only true hero in this 

I
novel, he is the only person who comes close to individuating or 

discovering himself. For Baby the process of self-discovery is 

1 so painful that she tries to stop it, by killing herself: "it came 

to both of US: what Baby's deep unhappiness that the doctor 

I diagnosed was about .....So Baby knew too" [p.61]. When she fails 

' at this, Baby a highly disturbed young woman, joins what can only 

be Umkhonto we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation). She escapes her 

family and flees to Zambia where she can arrest the individuation 
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process. Here she works as an ANC interrogator for new arrivals. 

I This could be seen as subtle criticism on the part of Gordim
er, 

especially in light of recent internal ANC investigations into the 

I ANC interrogators in Camps in Zambia Angola. abuses of many and 

I
Will says: "they are more proud of Baby than of me. Even my 

mother. She cried when we got the message from Lusaka, so we knew 

I Baby'd gone" [p.131]. It is perhaps testimony of the parents' 

own problems that they see their daughter, a clearly disturbed 

I young heroine for her Only Will woman as a actions. and perhaps 

' his mother, when she is still lucid and not yet been pushed ove
r 

the edge, sees Baby's actions for what they really are, a far mor
e 

I
efficient and dignified way to commit suicide. "Now she believes, 

she does, she does, he has made his daughter into a revolutionary
, 

I sent her into exile, to live in a camp, never to come home, per
haps 

I
to die even if she didn't bleed to death that other time" [p

.124]. 

It is highly significant that Will is not political and this 

I
is intimately linked with his individuation. Will's file with the 

South African Police, unlike those of the rest of his fam
ily, 

1  would be stamped, "not politically active." The civilian immune 

status he enjoys in the novel is largely the same in reality. He 

I only puts that status at risk when he wants to testify at hi
s 

I
mother's trial over the planting of the extra-evidence, the R

PG-7 

rocket. Sonny reveals his sickness and lack of individuation even 

I more, when he tires to persuade Aila to let Will testify. 
"Will 

has to speak the truth. That's a chance to challenge the system 

I itself- .... I'm not a lawyer, am I; ready to win my case 
at any 

cost.. .He's my son. He's my son, too. Would I put him in danger? 



Believe me. Would I lie to you?" [p.251] Will is amazed by this 

statement of his father's. He is surprised that neither he nor 

his mother burst out laughing in his face. All Sonny really cares 

about is "The Struggle", not individuals, not even his own family. 

The reason for Aila's refusal to let Will become involved, quickly 

becomes apparent. She is simply not prepared to risk Will losing 

his status of civilian immunity, she does not want Will involved. 

Aila ends all discussion on the topic by simply saying: "Its 

enough. It's enough-" [p.251]. Will understood this to mean 

that what has happened already to Aila, Baby and Sonny "is our 

family's sacrifice for the people, theres no need of me, who needs 

someone like me?" [p.251] 

Aila does not want to win her case at all cost. Her 

experiences mean she has already started to outgrow Sonny. She 

says quite sensibly to Will, when he nags her to let him testify: 

"I don't want you mixed up in this. I don't want your life 

decided by mine. It's you who don't realise, Will-" [p.254]. 

Aila may work for a liberation movement but she, unlike Sonny, is 

refusing to let it run every facet of her life. She is struggling 

against the odds to establish an identity. It is very important 

that at this time, Will, for the first time, calls his mother Aila. 

In a way he is now acknowledging that she is no more just his 

mother or his father's wife but a person who is trying to discover 

herself. Years before when the family was about to move to the 

white suburb, Aila's comment on Sonny's remark that the movement 

was putting them in a white area as part of "The Struggle" replies: 

"-Us?- A house- So that's the idea- It was the nearest she came 
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I 
to challenging a committee's presumption in directing her family's 

I life" [p.46]. At her trial Aila does openly challenge the 

committee and she is successful and gets her own way. In fact 

I for her because her found things work out rather well of new 

I
assertiveness. Still Will's own lack of political involvement 

worries him. When Aila rejects his attempt to testify and get 

I involved, he whines: "Why is it just accepted I'm the one who 

lives the sham normal life you've all rejected; I'm to be happy on 

I the the big business, to edge of whiteman's world of money, going 

I
be smugly settled in a year or two... 

." [p.254]. Will agonises 

over this throughout the novel, finally he seems to accept himself 

I for what he is-a civilian. He also decides on a course of 

action that enables him to accept himself: "I'm going to be the 

I one to record, someday, what he and my mother/Aila and Baby and the 

did, what it really was like a life determined by the 

I
others 

struggle to be free" [p.276 3. Will's progression up the path 

I
towards individuation is apparent then in his own apolitical status 

even though this does worry him. He only approaches individuation 

1  as he accepts this status and comes to learn to live with it. 

The life of Sonny the teacher and political activist strongly 

I resembles that of the Rev Allan Boesak. There are many 

I
similarities, a powerful figure in the coloured community whose 

quiet, beautiful, wife Dorothy, bares a remarkable physical 

I resemblance to Aila. Boesak also falls for a blond white woman, 

the television producer Elna Botha, who works for the state run 

I South African Broadcasting Corporation. Like Hannah Plowman she 

is a woman of 30 with impeccable liberal credentials, despite the 
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fact she is the niece of a former South African cabinet minister. 

I The Allan and Elna story broke in mid-1990, but would have been 

known by others the police included beforehand. Boesak had also 

I done almost the same thing in 1985, with a white church worker Di 

I
Scott. On this occasion he was saved by the fact it was the 

Police who broke the story and his wife also decided to forgive 

him. Boesak's political career was remarkably similar to 

Sonny's and he was "long thought to have had political ambitions 

I that go beyond his role in the anti-apartheid movement" [AAP.1421]. 

The 1990 scandal destroyed Boesak's marriage, lost him his 

1 positions in the church and isolated him amongst his colleagues. 

For anyone resident in South Africa at the time the similarities 

I are more than obvious and some reviewers did comment on it. 

I
Perhaps it further goes to show Gordimer's genius. It has been 

written of Gordimer that: 

I 
"she prefers to cut through the web of human hypocrisy and 

I deceit wherever she finds it. "I cannot simply damn apartheid 

I 
when there is human injustice to be found everywhere else" 

Gordimer told Reuters in an interview earlier this year" 

I 
I In psychological terms there is no one more sick and less 

l 
individuated than a person whose life shows great disparities 

between the public and private side. It is becoming increasingly 

obvious in My Son's Story, that Gordimer is "an always angry, 
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sometimes tender moralist" [AAP.Sontag.3496]. 

I Sonny's adultery is at the very core of this novel, in fact it 

was the only reason it was written. Despite the fact that 

I her Gordimer feels the to S onny/Boesak was clearly on side, need 

I
condemn such behaviour wherever she finds it. In an interview she 

once said: "Sometimes when I am writing there will be a character 

I who belongs to "my" side, the side of radical opposition to 

apartheid, but who is devious, perhaps exhibitionist and represents 

I certain lies that told on "my" side too, for are expediency" 

I
[Salmagundi.p17]. Though this interview was given five years 

before My Son's Story, was published, Sonny and Boesak are clearly 

1  recognisable as the type of men she is talking about. 

It is when Will sees his father coming out of a cinema 

I complex with Hannah that his boyhood is shattered forever. The 

I
truth is forced upon him and he is not yet ready to handle it. 

Several times in the story Will regrets his knowledge and longs to 

I
be able to share his burden with someone. "Why should I be the 

one who had to know. Is it supposed to be some kind of privilege; 

I (what does he think!) She's older than I am, why should she be 

I 
running around happily .....I want to tell her, so she'll know what 

its like to know" [p.44]. For Will this knowledge about his 

I
father has shattered his world, it has contributed to the break 

down of the father son relationship. As Will said: "lie had shown 

I me something I should never have been shown" [p.30]. 

l 
Will's resentment of his father (he has good cause) permeates 

the novel. He takes nearly every opportunity to express it, and 

it starts to influence the type of man Will is growing up to be. 
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To differentiate himself in everyway, Will cooked and cleaned, 

I helping around the house, something Sonny and the other men in his 

' 
family have never done. [p.164] This anger and frustration 

Will feels towards his father, boils into almost over patricide 

I
when the police come for Aila. This is one of the most 

explosive scenes in the novel, as it is only here for the first 

I time that Will actually manages to express all the bad thoughts he 

has been having about his father. Up until the three policemen 

took his mother away, he had kept his emotions "I repressed: 

I
shouted at last, at last: The bastard! That bastard! What has 

he done now! What has he done to get you inside! I'll kill him, 

I tell you when he walks in that kitchen door again I'll kill him!" 

[p.206] 

Luckily for Sonny (and Will), he is once again absent during 

the family crisis, once again at Rustenburg with his white 

I mistress. Will, unable to wait for Sonny to come home, rushes to 

Hannah's cottage to kill him there, in the bed on the floor. He 

finds the cottage empty and narrowly escapes being killed himself. 

"I went to kill him that night. I was the one who opened the door 

her jailers. I was the one who could have died" [p.2073. it 

I
to 

is the knowledge that he, the only innocent party in the whole 

I
mess, almost could have died because of the sins and silliness of 

others. That leads to him sobering up, and clearing his head on 

the issue. This helps make him more accepting of himself and whole 

again. After this Will, is well on the way to becoming 

I individuated. From here on it is all much easier for him. The 

statement, "1 was the one who could have died" , is at the very 



crux of this novel. It reveals the non-individuated Sonny for 

what he really is. It is also the final catalyst that puts Will 

on the path towards that of his chosen career, that of the writer. 

Just how much Will went through in the few days after Aila's 

arrest, is apparent when Sonny returns. "When he came back there 

was no thought of killing him. We went together to the 

lawyer...." (p.217]. Will's actions here, (like Helen's in the 

end) make it clear that he too has finally accepted the advice 

that Joel Aarons offered, to accept your parents as they are 

despite their faults and in the process also accept yourself and 

stop denying an essential part of yourself. Rather poignantly, 

Will asks himself about parents: "Do you ever forget about them, 

the parents for a moment? They are always there in the 

hesitation- whether you will obey or defy- the opinions-where did 

you get them from" [p.29]? Then he tells himself: "Baby was 

F right, you can't live with them, you ought to get away from them" 

[p.151]. 

I Sexuality has been left for last in this chapter, because even 

though it is important to Will, it is not dwelt on, nearly as much, 

as in the other novels. Maybe Gordimer does not know so much about 

teenage male sexuality. Though what is really of more importance 

to Will is his father's sexuality which has created most of his 

problems, even those dealing with his own sexuality. Will's 

sexuality seems fairly conventional though it is frustrated and 

confused by his father's mistress. This seems to put him off 

ii: women for a while. He is often making unsavoury remarks about 

I 
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I 
Hannah's physical appearance. Elna, like Hannah, is blonde, a 

I type most South African men are meant to prefer. Will confesses 

that these had been the type of women that had appeared in his 

I masturbatory dreams of adolescence. It must be awfully confusing 

I
for him when he comes to hate this type of woman because of her 

involvement with his father. The very unscrupulousness of Sonny 

1  becomes apparent when it becomes obvious he is showing off his 

blonde to his son in an attempt to become like "buddies" with him. 

1  Will is forced to visit the mistress to deliver her a package, to 

I
see her cottage and the bed on the floor. "And then again- I've 

come to understand something else. I think. Its come to me from 

I my own body, yes. (If he believed I'd learn from my own body, he's 

right there.) I think what he wants is to show off his virility to 

I me" is Sonny is to drag [p.94]. This corruption. attempting 

I
his son down to his own level and make him complicit in his immoral 

behaviour. It is for this Will learnt to keep his mouth shut, 

I which is, as far as he is concerned, the only contribution his 

father has made to his education. 

I After matric, Will takes a trip to Durban, where he picks up 

I
a woman on the beach. "I've lived with a woman for six days, 

fucked her and slept in the same bed with her, and don't ever want 

I to see her again" [p.136]. This is fairly typical behaviour for 

some adolescents and a sign he has some growing up to do. 

I Finally he gets a little girl of his own. "Little not because 

I
she's physically small- although she is, she's about the same 

build as my mother- but in the sense the adjective is often used. 

I
She's not important-" [p.184]. Like his father, his sex life has 
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I 
no home and the girl seems more thrilled about going out with 

I Sonny's son, than with Will. Still it is a stage, and as Will 

gets closer to individuation he ends up with a more serious 

I girlfriend, looks like who also his mother and is very loyal to 

I
him. There is not much to Will's sex life. He resists the 

temptation of blondess and goes through the various stages that 

I help reflect self-discovery. 

My Son's Story is not a happy novel. It witnesses the 

I destruction family, by but by themselves. of a not only apartheid 

I
The Sexual Immorality Act which forbade sex between the races was 

repealed in 1985. Will comments rather ironically that this 

I despicable law would have saved his father, which is true enough. 

It is almost amazing that despite terrible difficulties Will 

I manages to survive and to approach individuation. It is testimony 

I
to his own strength and courage which makes him the real hero of 

I 

this Story. 



I I" 
I 

When it comes to the novels she has written, 

I The Conservationist is Nadine Gordimer's favourite. 

[Salmagundi.p16.] It was also a favourite for the Booker prize 

I judges in 1974, when it won a joint Booker prize. The major 

I
difference between The Conservationist and the other two novels 

under discussion is that it deals with the self-discovery of a 

I middle-aged man. There is also a different process involved in 

Mehring's individuation, while the people around him and his 

I during the do help him, it is by experiences the course of novel 

I
introverted reflection on his life as a whole that he begins to 

approach a deepening understanding of himself. Why this process 

I did not happen in Mehring's youth is perhaps reflected in his 

present day wealth and status as an industrialist in Pig Iron. 

I He have had to hard to this must work very accumulate wealth, so 

I
hard there was perhaps no time for thought and reflection. Once 

Mehring has reached his early forties, the rush to accumulate 

I
wealth, is no longer so urgent. His wife has long since left him 

and his teenage son at Boarding school is almost a man. At this 

stage in Mehring's life: "Many well-off city men buy themselves 

at a certain stage in their careers- the losses, are 

I
farms 

deductible from income tax and this fact coincides with something 

I
less tangible it's understood they can now afford to indulge: a 

hankering to make contact with the land" [p.22]. So Mehring's 

I buying himself a farm in the first place is a fairly conventional 

' thing. In his case, however, it is not that simple. 

Mehring first goes to look at the farm with a married woman, 

Mancebo: "When he brought her here that day the first time he saw 
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I 
the place, and they were walking over the very piece of ground on 

I which he is stretched now, allowing the distant time to return to 

him, he was possessed only by the brilliant idea of the farm-house 

I as a place to bring a woman" [p.42]. Mehring did not buy the 

I
farm as a tax dodge like many of his colleagues, even though he may 

have told them so. This passage actually shows Mehring 

I experiencing, one of the major benefits his farm allows, thinking! 

Here, as on so many other similar occasions he is lying on the 

I ground and actually reflecting. This is something he would not 

' have done as much of as a busy industrialist in town, what with 

work and the social distractions he is constantly turning down by 

I the end of the novel. Individuation requires reflection as an 

essential ingredient in its recipe. On one occasion when 

I Mehring is lying amongst the reeds near the vlei, he experiences a 

I
very curious awakening. "He rolls onto his side, where he has the 

impression the reeds facing him hide him as drawn curtains keep out 

day. The sense of familiarity, of some kind of unwelcome 

knowledge or knowing, is slow to ebb. As it does it leaves space 

I in his mind, or uncovers, like the retreat of a high tide, carrying 

I
away silt" [p.42]. What is this unwelcome knowledge or knowing 

that gets so close to Mehring? Is he about to discover something 

about himself? Indeed he is about to discover something and it is 

intimately tied up with his own sexuality. In this novel more 

I than any other, sex and sexuality are vitally important. 

I
When Gordimer was asked about gender in her novels, 

she replied that in many of her works the sex of her main 

characters was unimportant, as they could have been of either sex. 



Mehring, however, has to be male. "In The Conservationist... 

it simply wouldn't be possible to have a woman portray the kind of 

businessman that Mehring is" [Salmagundi p.19]. This is largely 

due to the type of sexual behaviour, which is at the very heart of 

Mehring's problems and attempts to individuate. When Mehring's 

Afrikaner neighbours visit, he watches one of the beautiful 

children and cannot help but comment: "and she'll grow up- what do 

they do to them? - the same sort of vacant turnip as the mother-

Sorry, I've run out, I've been away- to go into one of those women 

must be like using the fleshy succulent plants men in the foreign 

legion have to resort to" [p.52]. It seems more than a little 

odd that in the middle of a visit from his next door neighbours, 

what preoccupies Mehring's mind is sex with women who are like 

succulent plants. Once it becomes apparent about exactly what 

sort of women Mehring has been involved with before he met Antonia, 

the relevance of the succulent plant jibe becomes apparent. When 

his son asked him why he married, he replied: "What's the reason 

we go after them,- she was pretty. She had a smashing figure-" 

[p.77]. This statement just about sums the early Mehring up. 

Women are not people but "them", almost something inanimate, like 

a fleshy succulent plant! It only needs to have a great shape 

for Mehring to take an interest in it. It is no coincidence that 

Mehring is a white industrialist, he could not be anything else. 

He epitomises the capitalist exploitation of South Africa--the all 

powerful businessman. His exploitative economic activities, 

however, are also mirrored in his exploitative sexual activities. 

He justifies to Antonia on one occasion his patronage of 
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I 
prostitution. "There's a special 

I pleasure in having a woman you've paid. Now and then. I can't 

explain it. It's very clear cut.... You've bought and paid for 

I There be everything. will absolutely no unfulfilled emotional 

I
obligations of either side, hanging on afterwards.. ." [p.783. 

Antonia quite rightly calls this: "sexual fascism. Pure and 

I simple" [p.102]. Mehring betrays in many subtle ways the kind of 

woman he has been involved with, prior to Antonia. In an attempt 

I to lure her to his love the farm, he tell out nest on suggests she 

I
her friends she is going to the hairdresser. "He had given 

himself away and she never left him unaware of such proof, to her, 

I of what he was: the sort of women he was used to had nothing better 

to do than spend hours in beauty salons" (p.102]. 

I Mehring is not entirely comfortable with his predatory 

I
sexuality and the cracks are visible early on. He comments on 

his son's virility on one occasion, commenting that he will "like 

I
his papa, chase women, whether he approves of himself or not" 

(p.79]. He makes an appalling admission here. There is something 

I Mehring does not like about his sexuality. The scene in which 

I
Mehring almost out of compulsion, finds himself interfering with 

the genitals of a young Portuguese girl is particularly disgusting. 

"Her fluid on his hand as one says a man has blood on his hands. 

She screamed, or got up and told her mother. What an insane 

risk. A prosecution for interfering with a young girl; yes crimen 

I 
injuria" [p.131]. Mehring enjoyed his experience with the girl at 

the time. "The finger was able to enter many times. At first he 

himself was magnificently tense, not only his sex but his whole 



I 
body and legs ... "Ep.130]. Still, at the end there is a little 

panic and the vague awareness of having done something wrong. At 

this stage it is only a little worry, which thankfully over time 

does grow. The longer Mehring spends on the farm the more the 

worry grows. 

The next young girl Mehring encounters is the daughter of a 

colleague. They meet in a coffee bar: "but while he chides her 

easily, nice kid, about her lazy life and she pretends to be 

complaining to her father's friend about not having a car, she too 

is feeling some precise process taking place. He's sure of it. 

Thank God I have no daughters" [p.195]. Mehring half-jokingly 

invites her to a film, Trinity is still my name, the movie trip 

does not eventuate, but when he gets back to the office, he hears 

that the girl's father has just committed suicide due to some 

financial scandal. He cannot make himself go to the funeral and 

lets everyone believe he is in Australia. "Just as well be 

Melbourne. No one will ever know. She stood silently with her 

mother and sister in line at customs waiting only to declare the 

plant tied up with newspaper and plastic. A narrow escape. 

Probably they will go to Plettenberg Bay, after all they have a 

nice house there" [p.196]. Mehring here is finding himself 

thinking of actual or attempted sexual encounters with two young 

girls. Plettenberg Bay is a trendy South Cape Coast beach 

resort, where the daughter of his now dead colleague, will head for 

the summer holidays. The narrow escape refers to both young 

girls. At least with the second one he did not manage any sexual 

interference. 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
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I 
Mehring's conflict with his own sexual nature finally comes to 

I a head when he picked up the young female hitchhiker for a 

I 
second time at the same bus stop. The girl is almost certainly 

Afrikaans speaking, white and rather forward. This time it is 

I
Mehring who allows himself to be picked up. "She catches him, 

suddenly full into his glance. Really not bad; large eyes of the 

I kind that seem to have no whites, all painted up, of course, coated 

I 
eyelashes and lids, a brown oval face with a mole between upper lip 

and nose ... " [p.254]. There is a request by the girl for a stop 

I
to get food. Mehring assents and pays for the food. He has 

bought his woman, albeit not quite so enthusiastically as in the 

1 past. What has happened to that "special pleasure" he used to so 

I 
enjoy? Then he starts to resent her presence. "He never would 

have got into this if he had been thinking what he was doing" 

I
tp.255]. The girl must be the cheapest Mehring has bought in a 

long time, all she cost was a toasted egg and Bacon sandwich. 

I
Mehring's desire for her is receding fast, however, and it 

disappears entirely and turns to panic when he notices he is being 

I watched by a Policeman. What follows is highly confusing, but it 

I
seems most likely that the girl was an entirely innocent party. 

Mehring's thoughts on other possibilities are merely the paranoia 

I
of a man undergoing an extremely painful process of self-discovery 

and individuation. Mehring does not like what he comes to know 

I about himself. Suddenly it flashes all before his eyes. "He 

I
tried to interfere with me (that's the phrase that's used) when as 

a young prospective immigrant girl I sat beside him in an aircraft. 

I
He propositioned me in a coffee bar, trying to persuade me to sit 



I 

in the dark with him at a cowboy film. If I had my father's money 

I I would have known better what to do with it than to pick up a 

prostitute and take her behind the trees" [p.264]. Finally 

I Mehring drives in leaving the behind. For him off a panic, girl 

I
it is a moment of seif-realisation and the climax of the novel. 

He has discovered self. Several critics (Judie Newman is one) 

I misinterpret the ending of this novel and say Mehring has died or 

had a nervous breakdown. Yet a few days later: "Jacobus had 

I phoned the farmer in town at his office for for and asked money 

I
wood. It was granted without questioning or difficulty, yes all 

right, get it from the Indian and tell him he'll be paid" [p.266]. 

I
Gordimer herself comments on the misinterpretation of the ending 

of this novel, and says they did not read the book properly as 

I Mehring was obviously still alive and well on page 266. 

I 
[Salmagundi .p17] 

The misinterpretations may come about due to the comparisons 

I
that have been made, and the obvious links, between Story of an 

African Farm and The Conservationist. The character Waldo in 

I Schreiner's novel, is a South African of German origin. He dies 

peacefully among the chickens at the end of the novel, after 

I experiences not dissimilar from Nehring's. [SOaAF p.301] It is 

I
however in the area's of nature and the environment that these two 

novels have their greatest similarities. Waldo's Karoo and 

I Mehring's High Veldt are seen in all their various guises in both 

novels. Both characters do a lot of thinking on their respective 

I territories. "There are only rare times when a man's soul can see 

nature. So long as any passion holds its revel there, the eyes 



are holden that they should not see her .... Go out if you will, and 

walk alone on the hillside in the evening, but if your favourite 

child lies ill at home, or your lover comes tomorrow, or at your 

heart there lies a scheme for the holding of wealth, then you will 

return as you went out.. .Only then when there comes a Pquse a 

blank in your life, when the old idol is broken, when the old 

desire is crushed, then the Divine compensation of nature is made 

manifest .. .. When that day comes, that you sit down broken without 

one human creature to whom you cling.., then nature enfolds you" 

[SOaAFp.298). This seems to apply to Mehring as well. It is on 

his farm that Mehring begins to see nature. This passage is so 

apt for him: his lover is gone, his sexual desire diminished, his 

son gone to New York, he has made plenty of money, what idols does 

he have left at home. He is indeed at a pause or blank in his 

life. This is why he lies down on the farm so regularly to think. 

Nature does its best on a couple of occasions to enfold him. 

"He must get his leg out of the mud, thats all. It has already 

seeped in over the top of the boot and through the sole and holds 

him in a cold thick hand round the ankle. A soft cold black hand. 

Ugh... the mud holds him, holds on, hangs on, has him by the leg 

and won't let him go, down there" [p.228]. Mehring also dreams 

about being buried on his farm, something Antonia calls crazy and 

she jokes about Swart Gevaar tending his grave. 

Mehring at the end of the novel has discovered his 

distasteful sexual fascism, which has hindered his individuatiori. 

The farm is in essence the major cause of this self-discovery. 

The farm helps provide revelations that shock Mehring into moving 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 



I 4'r 

along. It is there he discovered the homosexuality of his son, 

I something that shatters his own heterosexism. The body of the dead 

Black man is discovered twice only the second time it is more 

disturbing. The Conservationist is the story of a twentieth 

I 
century African farm, a place where Mehring comes to a better 

understanding of himself. 

I 
I 
I 
I 
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In the intervening period between Lying Days and My Son's 

I Story, Gordimer has almost gone full circle--from apolitical 

protagonist through to those of almost every shade of political 

I opinion and back to apolitical again. Helen Will protagonist and 

I
have a lot more in common than they realise. One witnesses the 

birth of apartheid. Not that the importance of Lying Days lies in 

I
Helen's "observation, historical or otherwise, in itself, but 

the degree to which her assimilation of what she sees forms the 

character, constructs the personality and deepens the 

understanding of Helen alone" [Clingman.p.41]. 

I Will is around to witness apartheid's end. Gordimer notes 

changes, how beaches, cinemas and libraries are all now open. 

Sonny and Hannah, a multi-racial couple, can now quite openly check 

into a Hotel and co-habit in a white area. This is not a novel 

observing 

the changes in and evolving South Africa. What is 

revealed "the here as in Lying Days, is sheer difficulty of 

escaping 
the hold of an imprisoning consciousness; even for those 

who want to" EClingman.p.31]. Helen and Will are both 

searching for an identity. Will eventually finds it through: 

"the medium of creation. His book establishes a continuity 

I
between his younger self and his mature self, between past 

and present, between father and son. The family is reunited 

I thanks to the story. The fact that the narrator editor points 

to wholeness at the end of the book establishes this fact 

I definitively" [Louvel.p.30]. 
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"Whole; no longer bearing away" [p.276]. Louvel when she 

writes of Sonny says: "The result of such a schizophrenic society 

is a divided self" [Louvel.p.30.] The sick, not whole Sonny, is 

contrasted with Will who gains wholeness, self-discovery, 

individuation or self-realisation by writing a novel. 

The odd novel out in the trilogy, is The Conservationist. 

The other two have a lot more in common and it is easy to see why 

a reviewer might comment on My Son's Story, that it was a very fine 

novel but they wished that her next one would be set in Santiago or 

Paris, anywhere except South Africa. [Weekly Mail.10/90] The 

story of young people's individuation might get a little too 

similar and repetitive over time. 

The Conservationist comes mid-way between the other two 

novels and has other themes besides the individuation of its main 

protagonist. There is no room here to explore the other themes 

in the novel. What is going on and what is relevant is the fact 

that Mehring is undergoing self-d-iscovery. Newman writes of 

Mehring that he "is far from being a stereotype- but on the 

contrary is a fully realised and individuaiised character" 

[Newman, p.142). She does not qualify her statement and say 

just when she thinks he becomes self-realised. My argument is 

that he is approaching individuation for much of the novel and only 

attains self-realisation on page 266, (a page Newman forgot to 

read) after the incident with the girl and policeman at the mine 

dump. 

It is fairly conclusive then that all three novels under 

discussion do have characters undergoing the individuation 

I 
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process. All three are definitely psychologically better off at 

the end of the novels. As far as the subjective process of 

individuation can be judged, they can be said to be whole, self-

realised, individuated individuals in the end. Identity is an 

important concept in all three novels and all three end up by 

showing the acceptance of their South African identities by the 

protagonists involved. 



I 
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