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One could well question of what relevan~a li review of a history boo~ 

is to li psychology Journal. However, Shul" M.r~s' "Not Either .n 

E~perimental Doll" is an unusual "nd multi-dimansional do~umentatlon 

of tha correspondence of three women which off.rs a 'asein.tlng 

insight into the personalities nd relatinnahlps between thpse three 

centr.l ti gura". In hey' i n t roduc t aon , Sh~lla Mad. da.r.n,b •• flOW she 

came upon tha corr •• pond.nee by 'hanee In going through som. of Mabel 

Palmer'. papers at the hillie Campbell Africana Library. With 

palnsta~ing research and a remar~able integration of material 

Concerning this particular period (1948-1951) in Natal/South African 

history, Ms Mar~s creates a context in which to situate and to some 

e.tent analyse the communications between Mabel Palmer, Lily Moya (a 
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pseudonym) and Sibusiswe Makhanya. The letters themselves, which form 

the bulk of the text, tell an intricate and compelling story, but it 

.s Ms Marks' thorough and imaginative use of both archival material 

and verbal interviews that illuminates and enhances the reader's 

understanding. 

In essence the book documents the correspondence between a young 15 

year old Xhosa girl, Lily Moya, who writes to Mabel Palmer, an elderly 

woman involved in "Non+Eur op e an " education at the University of Natal, 

Durban, beggIng her assistance in helping her to complete her high 

school studies. Mabel Palmer is so taken by Lily's unusual command of 

English and her unfortunate position that she becomes involved in 

educating and supporting Lily at some personal expens.. However, Lily 

and Mabel Palmer appear to have a different understanding and need of 

their relat.onshlp and a progressive alienation becomes apparent in 

their letters. As Shula Marks writes, although they both shared a 

strong commitment to a "common western cultural inherit nee which tha 

Chr.st.an educated elite of South Africa had by this time made their 

own, there were hidden assumptions on both SIde., and cha.ms in 

experIence, which decisively divided them." LIly wa. de.perately 

seekIng a more Intimate parenting relation.hip which Mabel Palmer 

resisted fiercely and uncompromisingly. LackIng .upport and facing 

contradictions in values ~nd w.perience concerning se~uality, 

Christianity, discipline, etcetera, Lily eventually becomes very 

depressed and seemingly paranoid. She runs away from Adams School and 

writes in her last letter to Mabel Palmer: "rOY congenial reasons 

had to leave Adams, due to the fact that I was never meant to be a 
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stone but a human being with feelings not either an experimental doll 

••• " (p. 42), hence the title of the book. From interviews with Lily 

and her family during the writing of the book it becomes apparent that 

Lily's condition deteriorated further and despite consultations with 

traditional healers and western doctors she was to be admitted to 

Sterkfontein psychiatric hospital, diagnosed as schizophrenic. Lily 

bec.m. a chronic patient, was transferred to Randfontein and spent 

approximat.ly 25 y.ars of her life in these institutions before be1ng 

r.l •••• d into tha car. of har .ister. 

Th. third corr •• pond.nc. in this interch.nge is • woman called 

8ibu.i.w. Makhany., an int.lligent and axtremely competent Zulu woman, 

well-r •• pect.d and powerful in h.r community and yet an emancipated 

wom.n in term. of her American .duc.tion and h.r indep.ndanc.. In her 

concern for Lily'. l.ck of integr.tion into Ad.m. SChool, Mab.l Palm.r 

r.que.t. Bibu.i.we to t.k •• n intere.t in her prot.ge.. Lily appear. 

to h.v •• pent .om. h.ppy we kend •• nd holid.y. at Sibusi.w.'. home but 

.till doe. not seem to find the .tt.chment she so much desira •• 

Although MB Makhanya's contributions to the correspondence are much 

fewer and less central the contrast 1n the three women's lives "the 

English Fabian, the Zulu social worker and the Xhosa schoolgirl" 

(p. 2) is fascinating and informative. 

The text raises issues of concern to historians, educationalists, 

feminists, psychologists, sociologists and others. The reconstruction 

of history through oral tradition provides a compelling exploration of 

the relationship between the personal and social. Shula Marks' 



comprehenslve background and postscrlpt to the correspondence display 

a subtle and lntrlcate understanding of the manner ln which the 

persvnal 15 shaped by the political. As she herself writes, "The 

correspondence moves us beyond the aridlty of an unpeopled politlcal 

economy to the ambiguitles of everyday 11fe. Yet through it we see 

the overarching constraints of social structure on human agency, and 

the complex relationshlp of individual psychology wlth a 

culture-bounded social Qrder. If what is preClOUs ln the letters lS 

the personal and the .deosyncratic, it is nonetheless possible through 

them the show that the 'private lives, even (the) obsesslons of 

.ndlvlduals, far from belng simply psychologlcal quir~s or even 

aberratIons, flowed dIrectly from the soclal situatIon of these 

indlvlduals."1 ~pp. 1-2J. 

Ms Mar~s' ever-conSCIous interposing of the soclal with the per.onal 

15 what serves to ma~e the text both emlnently r.adable and 

lnstructive at the same tIme. The correspondenca and the bac~ground 

materIal are a superb e~ample of how thIs style of documentatlon ~.n 

serve to lilustrate the dlalectical relatIonship between IndiVIdual. 

and thelr SOCIal Clrcumstances. In my first readIng of the boo~ 

became So absorbed in the story/plot that I had the same aVld raading 

experlence as when reading a good novel. 

I became much more ~ognlsant of the more general issues highllghted by 

the te~t, particularly issues concerning education in South Africa in 

the fiftle. and some of the particular pr.ssur.s experlenced by women 

by vlrtue of thelr sex. Aga.n from the ta.t, "Problems of sexual 

'purity' and ldantity run as a leitmotiv through the history of the 
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three women in this correspondence: a reflection of the dominated and 

distorted nature of sexual relations for both black and white women in 

the twentieth century" (p.24l. 

There is little speculation in the text. Throughout, Shula Marks 

remains rigorous to the correspondence and what informatlon can be 

found through documentation of the time. However, one retains a 

feeling of personal warmth and sympathy of the central 'characters'. 

As a pSYChologist, particularly a clinical psychologist, there were 

points at which I felt frustrated at the lack of informatlon, 

particularly about Lily's progressive psychological alienatlon and 

pathology which seems to have been largaly ralated to the life 

stresses she was experiencing. However, the disciplined level of 

analysis was a salutary lesson in that all tha informatlon presented 

is based on reconstruction or interposing of factual information and 

any hypothatical statamants are acknowledged as .uch. The discussion 

of Lily's diagnosis and treatment (pp. 200-204) is an a~ampl of 

this. Shula Marks makes clear the complexity of analysis in this 

"Lily's tragedy raises in acute form one of tha central 

qu.stions for the social scientist I how to r.lata indlVidu 

psychology and psychopathology to social structures and the realities 

of a specific social order" (p. 202). A psychologist writing about 

the same material may have extrapolated further in this area from the 

caSe information presented, but I recognized the possible degree of 

supposition in such an approach in acknowledging the historical 

accuracy of the text as is. 
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What makes the text of as much relevance to a psychologist as a 

hlstorlan lS Ms Marks' ever-constant acknowledgment of the'importance 

of lndivldual psychology. "Structural preconditions do not, of 

course, explaln personal psychology. The delicate chemistry between 

the lndlvidual and his or her social context can never be reduced 

slmply to that social context. At the same time, howaver, individual 

psychology lS a profoundly historlcal phenomenon, tha product of 

multiple determinatlons which ln the flnal analysis shape the forms 

and meanlngs of experience" (p.24'. That tha text is such a cogant 

lilustration of this synthesis must be attributed to both the thrae 

remar~able women correspondents and Shula Marks' .killful editing. 

One can only appreciate the documentation and .haring of such 

lnformation with a wide range of reader. through the publication of 

this te~t. In a sense this i. a r.al illustration of tha old cliche 

that 'hlstory becomes alive' or this correspondence would have 

remalned seldom read ln the archivas of the Villia Campbell Africana 

Library. Tha quotation chosen to introduca tha taxt parhap. mo.t 

succinctly illustrates what one •• rves to gain ln raading tha ta~tl "I 

turn to hi.tory not for l •• sons in hope, but to confront my axparianca 

wlth the e.perience of others and to win for my •• lf .omething which I 

should call universal compas.ion - a gansa of raspon.ibility for tha 

human conscianee." Zbigniew Herbert (quoted in Marks, frontpiece). 
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