
Church of the Resurrecton Book Club

Cry, the Beloved Country (1948) by Alan Paton (1903-1988)

A. MEETING AND READING SCHEDULE

1 | Mar. 17 Chapters 1-6 4 | April 7 Chapters 18-24
2 | Mar. 24 Chapters 7-12 5 | April 14 Chapters 25-29
3 | Mar. 31 Chapters 13-17 6 | April 21 Chapters 30-36

B. PREPARATION FOR EACH SESSION [source]

Think about the following:

1. The world behind the text: the history from which the book e-merges and 
the author's place within that world.

2. The world of the text: plot, characters, symbols, themes.

3. The world afer the text: audience, recepton and impact, then and now.

4. Your questons or insights about 1-3 (see Discussion Guide below and 
GradeSaver's Summary and Analysis online for examples).

5. What the story says to you today, in personal and social terms.

C. DISCUSSION GUIDE                                                                           [adapted from source]

     General Questons       Chapter-Specifc Questons

1. How is Cry, the Beloved Country part story, part 
prophecy, and part psalm? How does the story 
resemble the biblical parable of the prodigal 
son? How does it mirror the story of Absalom? 
Why did Paton name Kumalo's son Absalom? 
Where else does the Bible inform the story? *

2 . There are many paradoxes in this novel: a 
priest's son commits murder; a White man 
fghts for the dignity of South African Blacks is 
senselessly murdered; the father of the mur-
dered son helps the father of the son who 
murdered to help a disintegratng community. 
How do you reconcile these paradoxes? How 
do they contribute to the richness of the story? 
Why might Paton have made this choice? 

3 . How does the pre-apartheid world manifest it-
self in Cry, the Beloved Country? Describe or 
characterize the separate worlds inhabited by 

11. Book 1, Chap. 7, p. 71: Msimangu says, "I see only 
one hope for our country, and that is when White 
men and Black men, desiring neither power or mon-
ey, but desiring only the good of their country, come 
together to work for it." In what ways has Msiman-
gu's prophecy from 1948 come to pass in 2021 in 
South Africa and the US, and in what ways not?

12. Book 1, Chap. 15, p. 142: Secrets with no answers 
arise in the book. Father Vincent tells Kumalo, "Yes, I 
said pray and rest. Even if it is only words that you 
pray, and even if your restng is only a lying on the 
bed. And do not pray for yourself, and do not pray to 
understand the ways of God. For they are a secret. 
Who knows what life is, for life is a secret." How 
does this idea of secret things permeate the novel? 
What does it give the novel? What efect do Father 
Vincent's words have on Kumalo? How do they af-
fect you? *
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Blacks and Whites. Where do Black and White 
lives touch? How does this characterizaton 
compare to South Africa during the apartheid 
era and at present? What are the similarites in 
the US?*

4. What happens to people who stayed behind in 
the tribal villages when others lef for the 
cites? What happens to those who lef and 
went to Johannesburg? What is Paton's point 
of view of this mass migraton? What factors 
from the world behind the text contributed to 
migraton and the subsequent ecological 
degradaton?

5 . Kumalo ofen seem to sufer periods where it 
seem as if God is absent and as if he has mo-
mentary losses of faith. Which other charac-
ters experience the absence of God? Does Ku-
malo ever experience the presence of God? If 
so, when? Is God basically absent or present in 
Paton's novel? If so, in what way does God 
manifest Himself? *

6. Describe the role of faith in the novel. How does 
it serve Kumalo and Msimangu, the people of 
Ndotsheni? Did faith inspire Arthur Jarvis, and 
his father? What about Absalom? Is there any 
indicaton that faith impedes or injures any of 
the characters? *

7 . Although Kumalo is a priest and ofen has the 
highest intentons, he sometmes does things 
which are contrary. For example, when he vis-
its his son's wife-to-be, in his eforts to hurt 
her, he asks if she would take him if he desired 
her. How do you reconcile these two sides of 
Kumalo? How do you relate to him? Do any of 
the other characters falter? If so, who? What is 
it that makes Paton's characters so realistc?* 

8. What is Paton's vision of the world? Does he ex-
press the view that human beings are im-
mutable or capable of transformaton? Are we 
lef with any kind of message, any vision for 
mankind? If so, what is it?*

9. How did the book afect you when you read it 

13. Book 1, Chap. 12, p. 107: An unidentfed White per-
son in the novel says, "Which do we sufer, a law-
abiding, industrious and purposeful natve people, or 
a lawless, idle and purposeless people? The truth is, 
that we do not know, for we fear them both." What 
do Whites fear in both instances? Which do Whites 
sufer in this novel? What might be Paton's point of 
view? What is your opinion? 

14. Book 1, Chap. 20, p. 178: Arthur Jarvis writes, "It was 
permissible to allow the destructon of a tribal sys-
tem that impeded the growth of the country. It was 
permissible to believe that its destructon was in-
evitable. But it is not permissible to watch its de-
structon, and to replace it with nothing, or by so lit-
tle, that a whole people deteriorates, physically and 
morally." What events in the novel illustrate the 
breakup of the tribal system? How is the tribal sys-
tem destroyed? What is done to replace it? *

15. Book 2, Chap. 21, p. 187: The last few sentences 
Arthur Jarvis wrote before his death are: "The truth 
is that our civilizaton is not Christan; it is a tragic 
compound of great ideal and fearful practce, of high 
assurance and desperate anxiety, of loving charity 
and fearful clutching of possessions." Where in this 
novel do we see a split between high ideals and nar-
row self-interest? Do the characters embody one or 
the other, or are they morally-mixed? Do you think 
what Jarvis feels applies to present-day South 
Africa? If so, how? If not, how have things changed? 
In what ways does Arthur's view apply to the United 
States, and in what ways not?*

16. Book 3, Chap. 35, p. 302: Kumalo and the demon-
strator have very diferet opinions about Whites. 
Kumalo says, "Where would we be without the 
White man's milk? Where would we be without all 
that this White man has done for us? Where would 
you be also? Would you be working for him here?" 
And the demonstrator answers, "It was the White 
man who gave us so litle land, it was the White 
man who took us away from the land to go to 
work. And we were ignorant also. It is all these 
things together that have made this valley deso-
late. Therefore, what this good White man does is 
only repayment." How do Kumalo and the demon-
strator reconcile their diferent points of view? 
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the frst tme? What does the story say to you 
today? What explains the diferences or simi-
larites that you observe? What efects does 
the story have on your faith?

10. Nelson Mandela said, "Cry, the Beloved Coun
try...is also a monument to the future. One of 
South Africa's leading humanists, Alan Paton, 
vividly captured his eloquent faith in the essen-
tal goodness of people in his epic work." In 
what ways do you agree or disagree with Man-
dela's sentment?

How might other characters in the book feel? What 
is your point of view? * 

17. Book 3, Chap. 36, p. 307: Jarvis is unable to physi-
cally comfort Kumalo. Paton writes, "And because 
he spoke with compassion, the old man wept, and 
Jarvis sat embarrassed on his horse. Indeed he 
might have come down from it, but such a thing is 
not lightly done." But yet Jarvis provides milk and 
irrigaton vital to the people of Ndotsheni, and later 
a new church. Why is he capable of one and not the 
other? Exactly what is it that is not lightly done? 
How and why does such duality exist? What do you 
feel about such codes of behavior? *

D. RESOURCES [click on titles for online access]

1. The World Behind the Book  | external factors preceding and infuencing the writng 

Focus
• The general history of South Africa, including historical, cultural, religious, geographical elements and 

the world in which the text is set (prior to  and afer European colonializaton)
• The historical period just prior to the publicaton of the book (1900-1946)

1.1. General History

1.1.1 Non-Ficton

Websites
• South Africa - Britannica Online
• South African History Online

◦ A history of Apartheid
◦ Apartheid Legislaton 1850s-1970s
◦ A history of Soweto

• South Africa: A Country Study

Books
• Sol Plaatje, 1916 | Natve Life in South Africa| Open Library | Full text online | Descripton of the ef-

fects of the 1913 land restricton act on indigenous people by a remarkable Black man
• Edward Roux, 1948, 1964 | Time Longer than Rope | Open Library | Full text online | A memoir by an 

ex-communist who became a member of Paton’s Liberal Party, tracing the history of successive Black 
politcal movements

Documentaries
• 1990 | On Being a Liberal White South African: Nadine Gordimer | Access Video on Demand
• 2009 | South Africa  Land of Hope: Bright Freedom (1913-2010) | AVOD
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1.1.2 Ficton

Books
• James Michener, 1980 | The Covenant | Open Library | Full text online | Fictonal epic from the arrival  

of Blacks and Whites in South Africa through to the apartheid era through the viewpoint of diferent  
race groups 

1.2. Paton's Life  [source, source 2]

1.2.1 Non-Ficton

Books
• Alan Paton, 1980 | Towards the Mountain | Open Library | Full text online | Paton's frst autobiogra-

phy, covering his life up to the publicaton of Cry, 1903-1948
• Alan Paton, 1988 | Journey Contnued | Covers 1948 to 1968
• Peter F. Alexander, 1994 | Alan Paton: A Biography | Open Library | Full text online

Documentaries
• 1990 | On Being a Liberal White South African: Nadine Gordimer | AVOD
• 1996 | Alan Paton  a profle | 55 min | Access Video on Demand (AVOD)
• 1996 | Alan Paton’s Beloved Country | 54 | Kanopy
• 2009 | South Africa  Land of Hope: Bright Freedom (1913-2010) | AVOD

Timeline of Major Personal Events
1903 - born in Pietermaritzburg, in the eastern South 
African province of Natal, then an independent Britsh 
colony. His mother, Eunice Warder James, was a third-
generaton South African while his father, James Pa-
ton, a Scots Presbyterian, arrived in South Africa in 
1895, just before the Boer War. The older Patons ad-
hered to Christadelphianism which encouraged an ab-
stemious life. 

1909 - atends Berg Street Girls' School in Pietermar-
itzburg, completes frst three years of school in 
one year.

1914-18 - atends Maritzburg College, a high school for 
White boys.

1919 - enrolls at Natal University College in order to 
become a teacher, where he joins the debatng so-
ciety, the Student Christan Associaton, and even-
tually becomes President of the Students’ Repre-
sentatve Council.

1924 - represents the College at the Imperial Confer-

ence of Students in London, England.

1925 - graduates with a Bachelor of Science degree 
with mathematcs as major and a Higher Diploma 
in Educaton. Teaches White students at Ixopo 
High School, then at the prestgious Maritzburg 
High School for Boys in Pietermaritzburg, where he 
had been a pupil. He writes two novels and then 
promptly destroyed them. 

1928 - marries his frst wife, Dorrie Lusted, nee Francis, 
afer her husband died, and converts to the Angli-
can church. The couple had two sons, David and 
Jonathan.

1933 - sufers a severe atack of enteric fever, and in 
the tme he had to refect upon his life, he decides 
that he wants to do more with his life. He devotes 
himself to writng poetry once again, and later, in 
his middle years, he wrote serious essays for liber-
al South African magazines, much the same way 
his character, Arthur Jarvis, does in Cry, the  
Beloved Country. 
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1935 - Paton writes to Jan Hofmeyr, an acquaintance 
who was the Minister of Educaton, asking him for 
a job. He accepts a positon as principal of Diep-
kloof Reformatory, a huge prison school for delin-
quent Black boys, named for a farm in what is now 
Soweto, on the south western edge of Johannes-
burg. The Reformatory was a penitentary, with 
barbed wire and barred cells, which held Mohan-
das Gandhi in 1913. Paton transforms the reforma-
tory, removing barbed wire and bars, for which he 
is critcized by the editor of Die Transvaler newspa-
per, Hendrik Verwoerd, later to become Prime 
Minister and known as the "architect of 
apartheid."

1945 - Paton sells his life insurance policies to fnance 
a prison-study trip that takes him to Scandinavia, 
England, and the United States. 

1946 - While home-sick in October in Norway, and 
afer he had been taken to see Trondheim cathe-
dral's rose window, Paton writes the whole frst 
chapter of Cry, the Beloved Country in his hotel 
room. The rest of the book is writen in Stockholm, 
Oslo, London, and the United States, where it is 
fnished on Christmas eve in San Francisco. Paton 
resigns as principal of the reformatory and moves 
to Anerley on the KwaZulu-Natal coast to write 
full-tme.

1948 - Cry, the Beloved Country is published by Charles 
Scribner's Sons, and later is hailed "as the single 
most important novel in South African literature."  

1949 - CTBC is adapted into a Broadway musical, Lost  
in the Stars, by Nobel Prize-winning playwright 
Maxwell Anderson and the composer Kurt Weill, 
which was flmed in 1974.

1951 - a flm version of Cry, for which Paton writes the 
screenplay, is released, starring Canada Lee as Ku-
malo, Charles Carson as Jarvis, Sidney Poiter as 
Msimangu, and directed by Zoltan Korda.

1953 – co-founds the Liberal Party as a racially-inte-
grated politcal party in oppositon to the Natonal 
Party and its apartheid regime. Paton and Dorrie 

work at the Toc H Tuberculosis setlement in 
KwaZulu-Natal. Publishes Too Late the Phalarope, 
about an illegal afair between a White Afrikaner 
and a Black woman and its afects.

1955 – becomes president of the Liberal Party of South 
Africa, which receives secret funds by author and 
friend Lourens van der Post,

1960 – receives the American Freedom Award in New 
York, but his passport is confscated by South 
African authorites upon returning home.

1967 – wife Dorrie dies of emphysema.

1968 – the Liberal Party dissolves rather than comply 
with Natonal Party legislaton forcing politcal par-
tes to be racially-segregated. 

1969 – marries Anne Hopkins, who had been his secre-
tary up to that point. Publishes Kontakion for you  
Departed, a book about his life with Dorrie. 

1970 - Paton serves as founding editorial board mem-
ber and editor of Reality: A Journal of Liberal [from 
Nov. 1972 and Radical] Opinion, under which ttle 
the earlier Liberal Party publicaton Liberal Opin
ion contnued untl 1993.

1970s – returns to writng, publishing 10 more books 
over the next 20 years. Paton is quoted as saying, 
"My whole life has been a struggle between the 
writer and the actvist, and it has not stopped."

1980 - publishes Towards the Mountain, the frst part 
of his autobiography.

1981 - publishes his third novel, Ah, but Your Land is  
Beautful.

1984 - CTBC is prescribed for the frst tme as a set 
book by the Transvaal Educaton Department.

1986 - opposes US sanctons imposed by Congress, 
due to fear of their efects on Black employment 
and their food security. Reportedly he says "I don`t 
think Americans are morally justfed in teaching 
other countries how they ought to behave" 
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[source].

1988 – publishes the second part of his autobiography, 
Journey Contnued. He is diagnosed with inopera-
ble throat cancer and passes away at his home 
"Lintrose" in the town of Botha's Hill KwaZulu-Na-
tal at the age of 85. The Alan Paton Centre & 
Struggle Archives is started at the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal, containing Paton's books, journals, 
awards, and memorabilia. A Thanksgiving Memori-
a l Service is held for him in  several cathedrals 
around the world: Holy Natvity in Pietermar-
itzburg on April 16, St. George's in Cape Town on 
April 21, St Peter and Paul in Washington D.C. on 
May 11, and St Paul's Cathedral in London on June 
28.

1989 – natonal South African newspaper Sunday  
Times renames their award for best non-fcton the 
Alan Paton Award.

1996 - a second flm version is released, starring James 
Earl Jones as Kumalo and Richard Harris as James 
Jarvis, directed by Darryl Roodt.

1993 - Paton's sister unveils a plaque at Paton's child-
hood house at 19 Pine Street, Pietermaritzburg, 
where he lived from 1903 to 1914.

1995 - CTBC is included in The New York Public Li-
brary's Center for the Humanites Books of the  
Century exhibiton.

2004 – Paton is named the 59th greatest South African 
of all tme in a survey conducted by the South 
African Broadcastng Corporaton.

2008 – 105th anniversary of his death is commemorat-
ed by the release of The Hero of Currie Road: The  
Complete Short Pieces, a compilaton of short sto-
ries and essays.
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 2. The World of the Book | internal elements that explain and drive the story

Focus
• setng, structure and story
• characters and interactons
• symbols and themes (e.g. justce, faith)
• intentons of the author and techniques used

2.1 Non-Ficton

 Texts
• Colin Gardner, 1988 | "" The Natal Society Annual Lecture. Wednesday, 10 August 1988, pp. 11-29 | In-

cludes a short bibliography.
• Dedria BryfonAlan Paton: Ofen Admired,  Sometmes Critcized, Usually Misunder-stood.ski, 2009 | 

Race relatons in Alan Paton’s Cry, The Beloved Country.
• Edward Callan, 1991 | Cry, the Beloved Country - a Novel of South Africa.
• Eleanor Evans, 2015 | “ 'Caught in the toils of our own selfshness:' Paton’s exploraton of causes of, 

and responses to, societal failings in Cry, The Beloved Country." | SA History Online
• Ngwarsungu Chiwengo, 2007 | Understanding Cry, The Beloved Country.
• Patrick Colm Hogan, 1992 | "Paternalism, Ideology, and Ideological Critque: Teaching Cry, the Beloved  

Country." University College Literature, Vol. 19/20 (3/1), p. 206-210.
• Terry Philpot, 2003 | Remember, the Beloved Country. The Guardian.
• Victor Ndlovu, 1997 | Transferring Culture: Alan Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country in Zulu | MA Thesis

2.2 Ficton
Movie

• 1951 | Cry, The Beloved Country | 103 mins. | Zoltán Korda, Canada Lee, Sidney Poiter
• 1995 | Cry, The Beloved Country | 106 mins. | Darrell Roodt, James Earl Jones, Richard Harris
• 2004 | Yesterday | 96 mins. | a woman travels from rural KwaZulu-Natal to Johannesburg to fnd her 

Aids-struck husband; has scenic views of KwaZulu-Natal and all characters speak Zulu

 3. The World Afer the Book | a mirror for reader and society

Focus
• who are the intended audiences
• how do readers respond to the book
• how do personal experiences, cultural infuences, contemporary events, the interpretatons of others 

shape meaning for the reader
 
3.1 Non-Ficton

• Antjie Krog, 1998 | Country of my Skull | Open Library | Full text online | A renowned Afrikaner poet 
describes the work of the Truth and Reconciliaton Commission

• Es'kia Mphahlele, 1959 | Down Second Avenue | Open Library | Full text online | Autobiography about 
growing up as a Black man in South Africa

• Mark Mathabane, 1986 | Kafr Boy | Open Library | Full text online | Memoir of a Black youth's com-
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https://openlibrary.org/works/OL1907740W/Kaffir_Boy?edition=kaffirboytruesto1986math
https://archive.org/details/downsecondavenue00mpha/page/n5/mode/2up
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2003/nov/15/southafrica.religion
https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Paternalism,+ideology,+and+ideological+critique:+teaching+'Cry,+the...-a014505619
https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Paternalism,+ideology,+and+ideological+critique:+teaching+'Cry,+the...-a014505619
https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Paternalism,+ideology,+and+ideological+critique:+teaching+'Cry,+the...-a014505619
https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Paternalism,+ideology,+and+ideological+critique:+teaching+'Cry,+the...-a014505619
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Understanding_Cry_the_Beloved_Country/Pcuk3I4fj20C?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Cry,+The+Beloved+Country&printsec=frontcover
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Understanding_Cry_the_Beloved_Country/Pcuk3I4fj20C?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=Cry,+The+Beloved+Country&printsec=frontcover
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/caught-toils-our-own-selfishness-patons-exploration-causes-and-responses-societal-failings
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/caught-toils-our-own-selfishness-patons-exploration-causes-and-responses-societal-failings
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/caught-toils-our-own-selfishness-patons-exploration-causes-and-responses-societal-failings
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/caught-toils-our-own-selfishness-patons-exploration-causes-and-responses-societal-failings
https://archive.org/details/crybelovedcountr00call/mode/2up?view=theater
https://archive.org/details/crybelovedcountr00call/mode/2up?view=theater
https://archive.org/details/racerelationsina0000unse
http://natalia.org.za/Files/18/Natalia%20v18%20article%20p19-29%20C.pdf


ing of age in Alexandra during apartheid and his eventual immigraton to the USA
• Trevor Huddleston, 1956 | Nought for Your Comfort | Open Library | Full text online | Perspectves on 

South Africa under apartheid by the Anglican priest who was the model for Fr Vincent, and who served  
Sophiatown from 1944 to 1956

3.2 Ficton
• André Brink, 1979 | A Dry White Season | Open Library | Full text online
• Bessie Head, 1971 | Maru | Open Library | Full text online | Fictonal account of prejudice between 

Blacks [Tswana towards the Basarwa or San] in a Botswana village, seen through the eyes of a Mosarwa 
woman

• Elsa Joubert, 1981 | Poppie | Open Library | Full text online | Fictonal account of the life of a Black 
maid in apartheid South Africa

• Michael Bishop, 1989 | "Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana” from Blue Kansas Sky (Down-
town Library) | Set in 1980s Pretoria, a Black man wrestles with the "Theory of Everything” under 
apartheid while an Afrikaner becomes invisible to other Whites
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