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Letters and correspondences are everyday documents of life strongly characterised by 

seriality and succession �± their �³one thing after another�  ́temporal aspect - and consequently 

they provide, not only a humanly rich data-source, but one particularly suitable for 

investigating changes over time. Certainly epistolary scholarship recognises the strongly 

performative features of letters (Decker 1
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How then is social change in South Africa to be explored using the documents of life, 

the letters and correspondences, that WWW is concerned with? The unfolding usages, 

variations and changes in whites writing whiteness and its Others is the focus, analysing this 

around the fundamental �V�H�U�L�D�O�L�W�\���D�Q�G���³�R�Q�H��thing after another�  ́longitudinal character of letter-

writing in inscribing the processes of social becoming or sociogenesis. Temporality and 

seriality fundamentally mark the longitudinal exchanges occurring in networks of letter-

writing; in addition, letters are not simply representations of the social world but are in 

themselves a form of social engagement and relationship. Consequently sociogenesis can be 

tracked through comparisons of different letter-writers within a figuration and changes in 

their letter-writing practices over time; changes regarding a whole figuration over time; and 

comparisons across figurations at different temporal points. WWW therefore investigates �µas 

it happens
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�D���J�L�Y�H�Q�����Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���³when�  ́of what was deemed war or not depending on how and where 

people were situated, and the relationship between what they saw as exceptional and what as 

ordinary even if conflictual. Also who wrote to whom and why has to be taken into account, 

for letters are perspectival and express points of view which are shaped by 
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materials run from 1820 to the 1940s. Living �R�Q���K�H�U���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�¶���P�L�V�V�L�R�Q���V�W�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���.�X�U�X�P�D�Q���L�Q��

British Bechuanaland (now part of South Africa), Bessie and Roger Price married in 1861 

and trekked first to Shoshong and then Logagen, renamed Molepolole, in the then-

Bechuanaland Protectorate (now Botswana). They returned to Kuruman in 1885 when Roger 

Price was appointed to run the Moffat Institute, then Bessie removed to Cape Town after his 

death in 1900. 

Although referred to in archival finding aids as variously letters, journals, 

autobiography and reminiscences, �%�H�V�V�L�H���3�U�L�F�H�¶�V���Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J�V���D�U�H��in fact of mixed genre, with 

their basic form being epistolary. Her journals, autobiographies and reminiscences, focused 

from 1854 to 1883, have an addressee, with questions and direct address made to them; and 

her letters are typically written on a succession of dates with their contents often of a lengthy 

�µ�G�L�D�U�\-�O�L�N�H�¶���G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���D�L�G�H���P�H�P�R�L�U���N�L�Q�G����They were written to keep in touch with her 

sisters Jeanie and Helen, her mother, and her children when at school in Britain; and also to 

record the when, what, how and why of things happening in Shoshong and Molepolole. The 

context was that post took months to arrive; and so while letters presume a response, this 

would not be expected to occur in a turn and turnabout way; and while the convention is that 

journals record self/life for self, their day after day aspect lent itself to representing to 

correspondents her life when opportunities to send letters were as few and far between as 

receiving them.  

�%�H�V�V�L�H���3�U�L�F�H�¶�V���O�H�W�W�H�U�V��contain at times large generalisations about the Bechuana.1 In 

�������������I�R�U���L�Q�V�W�D�Q�F�H�����µ�W�K�H���G�H�V�S�L�F�D�E�O�H���F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U���R�I���W�K�R�V�H���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶���L�V���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W�H�G���R�Q�����W�K�L�V���L�V��

�µ�6�D�W�D�Q�¶�V���N�L�Q�J�G�R�P�¶ 
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forwardness, useful in providing goods and medicines, and especially welcome as teachers of 

writing and reading. This is whiteness and those who represented it being successfully kept in 

their place, which was to provide what was wanted and not to make unwanted incursions on 

prevailing ways of life. 

Overall regarding whites writing whiteness and its Others, �%�H�V�V�L�H���3�U�L�F�H�¶�V���O�H�W�W�H�U�V��

indicate that the closer to the domestic figuration of the Prices and their children, adopted 

children and servants, then the more likely people are to be named and to be liked and 

disliked for their own particular behaviours and characters. The further from this, the more 

that ethnic distinctions are made, and ethnic and other homogenising descriptors (Bechuanas, 

Boers, traders) are used to characterise people in general terms. In addition, the way Price 

wrote was highly responsive to the situation and her then-current state of knowledge about 

people and events, so that initial comments and assessments often give way to later more 

nuanced ones. And while there are many changes over time, these are not linear or general, 

but of an up and down and back and forth kind.  

The sister Bessie Price mainly wrote to, Jeanie, did not keep any of her writings after 

March 1868. The letters to her children in Britain end in 1883. Her journals and 

reminiscences span a number of periods, including between 1868 and 1879, but cease 

thereafter. A small number of letters from 1899 exist, written to the youngest Price daughter, 

Christian (Kirstie), and also a few around �5�R�J�H�U���3�U�L�F�H�¶�V death �L�Q�������������D�G�G�U�H�V�V�H�G���W�R���µ�6�R�Q�V���	��

Daughters all.�¶ There is, then, a hiatus between 1883 and 1899-1900. This is a lengthy period 

in which much would have happened at local and interpersonal levels, while the broader 
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The few short later letters are from Kuruman, where the Prices had removed in 1885, 

and they contain comments unlike those in Bessie Price�¶�V previous writings by deploying 

colour rather than ethnic categories: 

�,���F�D�Q�¶�W���W�H�O�O���\�R�X���K�R�Z���, long for Xmas, yet not impatiently I think, having plenty to do �«���$�O�V�R�����,��

want to be especially busy for our poor darkies while I have time, having long felt it a bitter 

�U�H�S�U�R�D�F�K���W�K�D�W���,���G�L�G���V�R���O�L�W�W�O�H���I�R�U���W�K�H�P�����/�D�V�W���6�X�Q�G�D�\���,���E�H�J�D�Q���W�K�H���R�O�G���D�I�W�H�U�Q�R�R�Q�¶�V���F�K�L�O�G�U�H�Q�¶�V���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H �«��

(9 May 1899, MS5971) 
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important - but needs to be expanded. Did it happen for everyone, in the same way, and at the 

same time? Relatedly, different material and political circumstances, people and places, have 

to be taken into account, for the letter-writing Bechuanaland missionary wives, Albany 
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changing views and representations of what was the unfolding present for the people who 

wrote them. 

Many documents of life are researcher-generated in interviews and similar encounters
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women  in their autobiographical testimonies; and later uses of these in memorialisation 
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overtaken by the post-1994 political transition, but it provides a still interesting and readable 

discussion of the historical construction of whiteness. 

�%�D�X�U���D�Q�G���(�U�Q�V�W�¶�V��(2011) chapter, �µTowards a process-oriented methodology: modern social 

�V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K���P�H�W�K�R�G�V���D�Q�G���1�R�U�E�H�U�W���(�O�L�D�V�¶�V���I�L�J�X�U�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���V�R�F�L�R�O�R�J�\�¶, provides an admirable 

�G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q���R�I���K�R�Z���(�O�L�D�V�¶�V���L�G�H�D�V���F�D�Q���W�Uanslate into research practice. Many discussions ignore 

Elias�¶�V��emphasis on the processual and refusal to separate the substantive and the theoretical, 

while their chapter returns to such root matters. 

Julie McLeod and Rachel Thompson�¶�V����2009) excellent Researching Social Change: 

Qualitative Approaches combines discussing case studies of research-based exemplars with 

setting out how qualitative researchers can think about and research change in social and 

inter-personal life. Memory, being, generation, affect and temporality are considered and the 

principles and practice of Qualitative Longitudinal Research (QLR) helpfully discussed. They 

�H�P�S�K�D�V�L�V�H���W�K�D�W���µa qualitative approach to longitudinal rese�D�U�F�K���L�V���D�E�O�H���W�R���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H���W�K�H���³�F�O�R�V�H-

�X�S�´���V�K�R�W���R�I���U�H�D�O���O�L�Y�H�V�����Z�L�W�K���D���I�R�F�X�V���R�Q���S�O�R�W�����V�W�R�U�\���O�L�Q�H�����W�X�U�Q�L�Q�J���S�R�L�Q�W�V���D�Q�G���G�H�I�L�Q�L�Q�J���P�R�P�H�Q�W�V�¶��

and recognise �W�K�H���µ�L�Q�K�H�U�H�Q�W���V�H�U�L�D�O�L�W�\�¶���L�W���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�V (61). 
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