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JULY'S PEOPLE 
by Nadine Gordimer 
(The Viking Press; 192 pp.; SI0.9S) 

Lewis Nkosi 

In South Africa everyone dreams a h u t  
revolution; that is, everyone, black and 
white, speculates about it-almut the 
nature of its coming, almut the extent 
and the limit of the eventual horror, 
and, after what everyone presumes will 
bc a series of bloody massacres, about 
the outcome. Revolution is our special 
nightmarc. The expectation of it is 
what, beneath the ciilculatcd briivado 
and the defiant rhetoric of those in 
power, causes the cups to rattle on their 
saucers at the report of the smallest dis- 
turbance. 

Not unexpectedly, our writers too 
have bcgun to listen to the slightcst 
promptings from this suppressed appre- 
hension. I n  his In the Fog of the Sen- 
son's End, Alex la Cuma;our finest 
black novelist,. first prepared us for the 
nightniare that was to conic; in Time of 
the Butcherbird, a later novel, he 
showed us how the nightmarc might 
finally overtake LIS. A coloured writer, 
Enver Carim, with the incvitablc melo 
drama that attends such dcscriptions, 
portrayed the first attempted takeover 
of lohannd)urg by black iiisurrcction- 
ary forces, accompanied by the usual 
general mayhcm, violence, and rape. 

Now Nadine Cordimer, our finest 
white novelist, rcturns to the theme 
but, in hcr characteristic way, with 
very little melodrama. Indeed, given 
the deep-rooted nature of om fears and 
the vastness of our niglitmarish expcc- 
tations, it is the very absence of melo 
drama that, paradoxically, makes the 
novel a little hard to klievc. What 
givcs a troubled life to this fiction is not 
insurrectionary violence, which it is 
unwilling or unable to capture. Except 
for the brief appearance of-a hclicoptcr 
in the empty African sky, such goings- 
on are kept conveniently out of sight. 
The  publishers consider this a virtue. I 
am not sure. One remembers the grisly 
realism AndrC Malraux was able to 
lend to L Condition Humaine. giving 
us the precise descriptions of intrigues, 
troop engagements, and murders. 

In luly's People, Nadine Cordimcr's 

seventh novel, Maureen and Bam 
Smales, a white couple from Johanncs- 
burg, and their threc children are on 
the run from an armed revolution that 
has finally broken out from South Afri- 
can cities, confirming long-festering 
fears. "Riots, arson, occupation of the 
headquarters of international corpra- 
tions" are what the novel enumerates 
as constituting the new order-if one 
may call such events an order-of the 
day. Bomlis go off in public buildings; 
there is shooting and looting; and heat- 
guided missiles bring down B&ings 
"carrying those trying to take off from 
Jan Smuts Airport." nut all this occurs 
offstage; it forms only the backdrop to 
the novel. What Cordimer is chiefly 
concerncd with is the reversal of roles 
in the relationship of master and s c r  
vant or, in a larger context, ktween 
oppressor and oppressed. 

As white refugees from the final 
South African apocdypsc, the Smaleses 
find protection in the bush under the 
humble roof of their former domestic 
servant; July, and his extended fami- 
ly-"\luly's People" of the titlc. Not 
only are the Smalcses and their off 
spring required to learn to live by the 
dictates of a subsistence economy ("Is 
from thc goat, this milk we drink, I 
don't know if Gina she going likc it"), 
but the Smalcses have also to learn to 
live as underdogs, with the small fears 
and anxieties of underdogs. As July the 
protector bcgins to gain dominance 
over the lives of his former master and 
mistress and as the Smaleses struggle to 
adjust to their new state of dependency, 
we as readers sce exactly how subtle is 
the corruption such roles i m p  on 
South African socicty. Thc small for- 
getfulnesscs of the Smalcses about the 
changed nature of their status provide 
the extra psychological interest to a 
novel that is sometimes too subtle and 
oblique for its own good. 
. 'All the same, ldy's People's success 
as a novel must still turn on the believ- 
ability of its mimicking of what has not 
happened, therefore of what it cannot 

triily know- even. after Zimbabwe, 
Moumbique, and thc Congo. Thc  final 
struggle in South Africa is likely to be 
either a startling anticlimax, with in- 
ternational arbiters holding the ring, or 
it will be more catastrophic than any- 
thing we have seen in Southern Africa. 
On either score Idy's People Gin give u s  
no truly valuable insights. 

Too often the novel hints at or mcre- 
ly dwindles into thc psychological cozi- 
ness of a small domcsGc drama. It sim- 
ply fimnot bring itself to imagine the 
murderous, tumultuous confusion that 
is likely to disrupt, if not entirely over- 
whelm, the kind of relationships that 
bind July, even in his most caustic 
moments, to his ex-madam and e m  
ployer. Not only is luly sentimental- 
ized, his malevolence implausibly 
muted into a fatherly concern for the 
Sniales children, but Maureen's finicky 
worry almut the lack of such items of 
civilization as toilet rolls in the middle 
of what is, after,all, the biggest upheav- 
al  in their lives, makes luly's People 
unable even to suggest the "hallucina- 
tory horror" that the tale invites us to 
contemplate. 

If we ask ourselves why this should 
k so, the tentative answer must hc that 
no white liberal South African writer 
wants to imagine such a complete dis- 
ruption of personal relationships. As 
the revolutionary process gathers m o  
mentiim, Cordinier's fiction has bc- 
come obsessed with the theme of white 
participation in the final strugglc, the 
theme of "staying or running away." 
Somewhere in ldy's People we read: 
"they stayed; and told each other and 
everyone else that this and nowhere 
else was home:' And in an earlier short 
story, "A Soldier's Embrace," as the 
guerrillas return from the bush to take 
over the orgins of government, the 
white lawyer who had defended their 
leaders in the courts and his wife final- 
ly decide to quit, leaving behind a 
former freedom fighter, now part of the 
government, w h o  is improbably weep 
ing over their departure. 

No African reader, of course, is  like- 
ly to bclicve this xlf-consoling piece of 
psychological contrivance that Set"  

calculated to still liberal panic at the 
possibility of being considered by both 
sides merely irrelevant to the final out- 
come of the struggle now shaping up. 
Unlike her earlier fiction, whose 
strength as well as psychological stress 
lay in telling us what it was like to be a 
member of the oppressing class, Cor- 
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dimer’s latest fiction, encouraged by 
well-intentioned but ignorant praise 
from the international community, has 
not only tried uneasily to record the 
daily injuries sustained by ordinary 
individuals in  South Afr$an society, 
but now strains to be the voice of the 
South African revolution. 

That is why the best parts of luly’s 
People, far from convincing us of the 
truth of the situation, are concerned 
with Maureen‘s struggle to realize her- 
x l f  as a womap against a world of men 
and intractable house servants; for July 
remains, even in his own housc, a ser- 
vant. @S!l 

DO8TOYEVSKY AND THE JEWS 
by David 1. Goldrtein 
(University of Tcxas Prcss; 231 pp.; 
517.50) 

Philip Sicker 

Modern literary scholarship has a way 
of diminishing the herocs of our civili- 
zation, particularly when i t  is con-. 
ducted with the exhaustive conccrn for 
truth and scrupulous documentation 
that characterize David Goldstein’s 
DanOyevsky and the lews. Published in 
France five years ago and recently trans- 
lated into English by Coldstein him- 
self, the book is nothing less than an 
indictment of the Russian novelist’s 
deep-rooted anti-Semitism. It is as pain- 
ful to read as it is absorbing. 

Anti-Semitism, despicable though it 
bc, is not always incompatible with 
great art-Wagner, Pound, and D. H. 
Lawrence serve as modcrn illustrations. 
But there is something uniquely dis- 
turbing and .paradoxical in the case of 
Dostoevski. How, Coldstein asks, are 
we to reconcile the novelist’s messianic 
posture as Christian humanist, as apos- 
tle of “universal brotherhood,”. as pa- 
tron saint of “the insulted and injured” 
with his perpetual denigration of the 
Jew as “Yid” (A id )  in his letters and 
essays, with his failure to support full 
legal rights for three million members 
of a persecuted race, with his desire to 
exclude them from the spiritual d o  
main of Holy Mother Russia, and, 
finally, with his slanderous and para- 
noiac incrimination of lews for ”evils” 
ranging from socialism to nihilism to 
anarchy? How could the writer w h w  
obsession with psychological truth 
compelled the creation of an Ivan Kara- 
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mazov, a Stavrogin, even a Prince 
Myshkin, present the Jew only in 
mocking caricature: cunning yet sim- 
ple-minded, anxiety-ridden, timorous, 
and grotesquc! Drawing heavily upon 
Dostoevski‘s extant letters (many still 
remain locked in Soviet archives) and 
concentrating upon his political jour- 
nalism, espccially an 1877 piccc enti- 
tlcd “The ‘Jewish Question,‘ ” Gold  
stcin is more successful at documenting 
the novelist’s hostility toward Jews 
than at explaining its causcs and reeva- 
luating his fiction in light of it. 

Coldstein cites Dostocvski’s stereo- 
typic recreation of Cogol’s ”lcw Yan- 
kel” in an early dramatic effort (now 
lost) and i n  the ridiculous money- 
lender, lsai Fomich, in The House of 
the Dead to support his contention that 
the writer k g a n  his career with “a 
malicious irrevercncc” toward Judaism, 
which later dcvclopcd into “a feeling of 
almost pathological revulsion.” If we 
recall that Dostocvski started writing 
within a comic tradition dating back at 
least to Pushkin, we may question the 
malice of his early works, but his jour- 
nals of thc 1870s and his monthly p r o  
nouncements in The Diury of U Writer 
leave little doubt as to his eventual 
hatred. 

Privatcly, Dostocvski rails against 
jews as a blight on thc Russian mothcr- 
land: “Yids everywhcrc. The  Yids havc 
taken over everything, and there is no 
limit to thcir swindling; they literally 
swindle.” Fiercely anti-Western, he 
imagines “the Yid and his bank” lurk- 
ing behind every progressive movc- 
mcnt in European politics and cconom- 
ics. Publicly, he insists that it is not he 
who hates thc Jews. Rather i t  is the 
Jews who, hclicving in their status as 
God’s choscn people, ho!d themselves 
above civil law and I m r  a merciless and 
implacable hatred toward all that is not 
Icwish. Finally, Dostoevski envisions 
the apocalyptic collapse of European 
civilization: The Jew will “uproot 
Christianity,” and, amid the devasta- 
tion, his “bank will still be there. The 
antichrist will come and stand above 
the anarchy.” Russia could be saved 
from a similar fatc only if it resisted 
liberal sentimentality toward its Jewish 
minority. 

Ultimately, Goldstein belicves, the 
roots of Dostoevski‘s anti-Semitism lay 
far deeper than thesc cconomic and ide- 
ological threats of which he sought to 
convince himself. His hatred was nour- 
ished by blind iealousy. Dostocvski, the 

Slavophile who apotheosized Russian 
Orthodoxy as the one true faith and the 
Russian people as Cod‘s Chosen, could 
not bring himself to acknowledge the 
historically prior election of the Jewish 
people. So great was his bitterness, 
Coldstein argues, that by the end of his 
life he felt that “the time had come to 
square accounts with the Jewish people 
and eliminate them as rivals for a11 
ti me.” 

But were the Jews really a lifelong 
“obsession” for Dostoevski! Joseph 
Frank reminds us in his Foreword that, 
if Dostoevski was anti-lewish, his x e n o  
phobia also extended to the French, the 
English, the Germans, and, particular- 
ly, the Poles. Further, as morally and 
intellectually troubling as Dostocvski‘s 
anti-Semitism appears, Jews enter rare- 
ly and obliquely into his fiction. The 
only Jewish character of even sccond- 
ary importance is the anarchistturned 
informer, Lyamshin, in The Passmed. 
Coldstei n oversta tcs L yamsh in’s poli ti - 
cal importancc in thc novel and is 
understandably uncomfortable with 
the facc that this duplicitous Jew is the 
only m c m k r  of the revolutionary soci- 
ety to react with appropriate horror to 
the murder of Shatov. Did the artist and 
psychologist in Dostoevski ”human- 
ize” Lyamshin at the expense of the 
ideologuc! Or does Lyamshin’s convul- 
sive scream indicate that, at his m o  
ments of greatest artistic self-awareness, 
Dostoevski was able to extend his p r o  
found sympathy for human anguish 
even to a Jew? As neither conclusion 
suits Coldstein‘s thesis, he dismisses 
both. One is no less ill at ease when 
Goldstein hypothesizes that Dostoev- 
ski’s closc paternal friendship with a 
young lewish girl, Sofy Luryc, was a 
ploy “which he needed to convince 
himself and othcrs of the preposterous- 
ness and groundlcssness of thc charge 
that he was an ‘unconditional‘ anti- 
Semite.” 

Clearly the weakness of Coldstein’s 
book is its insistence upon confining 
Dostocvski to a single, consistent point 
of view. In treating a novelist so philo- 
sophically tormented and ambivalent, 
whose greatest characters often express 
the ideas he most feared, such reduc- 
tiveness eventually undermines our 
confidence. Perhaps this weakness is a 
mixed blessing, for it offers us a loop 
hole, permits us to question those blem- 
ishes in  Dostoevski that we do not wish 
to see. Those who accept Goldstein’s 
argument in full must also accept its 


