
Dream Life and Real Life

Dream Life and Real Life by Olive Schreiner is a philosophical novel that explores the
inner conflicts and contrasts between idealistic dreams and harsh reality, delving into
the emotional and psychological struggles of its protagonist as she seeks meaning and
fulfillment in her life.

Chapter I: Dream Life and Real Life; A Little African

Story

Chapter I: Dream Life and Real Life; A Little African Story introduces young
Jannita, whose quiet existence is tethered to the harsh routine of tending goats under
the unforgiving African sun. Her life, shaped by the rigid demands of her Boer
employers, offers little warmth or affection. Seeking shelter beneath the spindly shade
of a milk-bush, Jannita falls asleep, and her world transforms. In the cocoon of her
dream, the plain turns to a gentle meadow, and the people around her speak with
kindness and familiarity. The dream draws her into a tender reunion with her father,
imagined or remembered, evoking images of a Denmark untouched by hardship. This
world, though unreal, offers her the sweetness of being seen, heard, and loved. For a
few moments, she lives a life built not on fear, but on trust and emotional
safety—luxuries absent from her waking hours.

Her dream ends with a jolt when a real intrusion forces its way into her consciousness.
While asleep, a Hottentot has taken one of the goats she was meant to guard,
exploiting her brief escape into reverie. Panic grips her as she realizes the loss will
bring severe punishment, and she lies to cover her mistake. But the truth emerges,



and she is left without supper, an act that reflects the cold retribution she has come to
expect from the adults around her. Her hunger is not just physical; it echoes a deeper
emptiness—of security, of understanding, of compassion. The punishment is a grim
reminder that even a child’s moment of weakness holds no space for forgiveness in
this unforgiving world. Her only comfort is her own imagination, which carries her
through the night as she seeks solace where reality has failed her.

In the stillness of dusk, Jannita encounters a wild springbok—graceful, untamed, and
free. The sight of it inspires something fierce within her, a longing for a life unbound by
rules she did not choose. Emboldened by the animal’s elegance, she leaves behind her
old life and wanders into the unknown. The open land, once oppressive, now offers the
possibility of refuge. She stumbles upon a rocky hollow that becomes her sanctuary, a
hidden space shaped by her courage and resolve. Here, in solitude, she carves out a
life that belongs to her alone. Her small hands gather food, her senses sharpen, and
for the first time, she tastes autonomy. This hidden place becomes a realm where no
master commands and no judgment follows—only the rhythm of survival and the
echoes of her dream.

Yet even in isolation, danger finds her. One day, as she hides near a cluster of bushes,
she overhears a sinister conversation. Dirk, the Hottentot who betrayed her once,
conspires with a Bushman and an English navvy to attack the very farm she fled. The
knowledge shocks her into action. Despite the distance she’s placed between herself
and that world, she cannot let harm fall upon those who remain behind—even the ones
who punished her. Her decision to leave her sanctuary and return speaks not of loyalty
to the Boers, but of a young girl’s inherent understanding of right and wrong. Her
bravery is not dramatic, but rooted in empathy. She walks back through the landscape
that had once caged her, driven not by orders, but by conscience.

Her return is met not with triumph, but with the crushing weight of inevitability. The
sky threatens rain, mirroring the unrest that looms both around and within her. She
attempts to warn them, to shift the course of events she knows are coming, but her
small voice holds no power in a world already turned to violence. Standing in her place



between two lives—one of servitude and one of self-made solitude—Jannita is caught
in a storm of what she knows and what she cannot change. Her experience becomes a
reflection of childhood caught in a world shaped by adult cruelty, where imagination is
the only form of freedom left unguarded.

Jannita’s story ends not with resolution but with reflection. She has grown through her
trials, not in size or stature, but in spirit and vision. The dream that once served as a
retreat now becomes a lens through which she sees the brokenness around her. Her
rose-colored vision of Denmark has not vanished, but it no longer blinds her to the
complexity of her world. In that quiet, painful awareness, she carries a strength that no
punishment, no lie, and no loss can take from her. Her journey is not just one of
survival—it is the quiet emergence of a soul that, even in its smallest form, knows
what it means to be free.



Chapter II: The Woman's Rose

Chapter II: The Woman’s Rose begins with a quiet moment of reflection, as the
narrator opens an aged wooden box tied with a simple cord. Inside, among trinkets
faded by time, rests a rose—withered yet intact, its form preserved with unusual care.
Unlike other flowers once pressed between pages or left to dry, this one has endured,
kept not for its beauty but for its meaning. The narrator associates it not with romance
or celebration, but with strength and a pivotal memory from her youth. It is a symbol
of something deeper than sentiment: a lasting tribute to solidarity and grace under
pressure. This rose stands apart, a rare instance where a fleeting gesture became
permanent through its quiet power. It carries the scent of a spring afternoon, yes, but
more than that, it carries the feeling of being seen, understood, and gently forgiven in
a world shaped by competition and attention.

Years earlier, the narrator—fifteen, spirited, and unaccustomed to the dynamics of
isolated towns—had visited a small, largely male community. The arrival caused a stir,
not for who she was, but for what she represented: novelty in a space where routines
ran deep and admiration was often monopolized by the few women in sight. One
young woman in particular had been the center of all local affection. Admired for her
soft dignity and admired beauty, she had no rivals until the narrator appeared.
Suddenly, glances shifted. Invitations multiplied. Praise, once hers alone, scattered like
pollen. The narrator, though flattered, could not ignore the discomfort this shift
caused. She admired the other girl’s quiet poise and found herself caught between the
thrill of attention and the sting of unintended harm. Their interactions were minimal,
yet every silent glance between them carried weight.

The tension came to a head during a farewell gathering arranged before the narrator’s
departure. It was understood that the local belle would attend wearing a single white
rose—a rare bloom that set her apart. But as the party began, she walked across the



room, calm and composed, and gently placed the flower in the narrator’s hair. She said
little, only smiled, and returned to her place with no fanfare. In that moment, the
atmosphere shifted—not in drama, but in depth. The rose, once a mark of exclusivity,
became an offering of grace. The gesture did not erase what had passed, but
redefined it. It acknowledged both rivalry and kinship, revealing that beneath social
rituals lay something more enduring: shared experience, quiet strength, and the
knowledge of what it means to stand alone and be seen.

The narrator kept the rose not because it came from a lover or was tied to a triumph,
but because it captured the rare honesty between two women in a complicated
moment. The rose became proof that competition need not destroy compassion. For
twelve years, it remained in the box—not to relive the past, but to remember the
lesson. That memory would return in moments of doubt, reminding the narrator that
dignity can be chosen, and that sometimes kindness speaks loudest when it asks for
nothing in return. She did not write letters about that visit or keep portraits of the
people she met, but the rose endured. It was not beauty that made it unforgettable. It
was the courage of one woman to rise above silence, envy, and loss with a single quiet
act of generosity.

The story of the rose is not just personal. It mirrors the broader truths of womanhood,
especially in environments where approval is scarce and attention becomes currency.
In such places, solidarity is neither automatic nor easy—it must be chosen. And when
it is, it holds far more power than rivalry ever could. The rose marked a passage—not
from girlhood to womanhood, but from uncertainty to clarity. It was a reminder that
sometimes the most powerful gestures happen quietly, in rooms full of eyes, when
someone decides to act with grace instead of pride. That decision can ripple through
time, preserved not in petals, but in the choices it inspires long after the bloom has
faded.



Chapter III: "The Policy in Favour of Protection"

Chapter III: "The Policy in Favour of Protection" opens not with economics, but
with an intimate encounter that reveals the tension between personal desire and
moral restraint. In the glow of a firelit room, an older woman’s solitude is broken by
the sudden arrival of a young visitor, cloaked not in winter’s cold, but in the anguish of
love unreturned. The younger woman, refined in dress yet raw in emotion, implores
her elder to intercede on her behalf—her affections aimed toward a well-known man, a
mutual acquaintance whose fame and charisma only deepen her obsession. She
believes that the older woman, respected and once close to the object of her passion,
holds the power to awaken his love. Her plea is not selfish, but born of desperation,
clinging to the older woman as the last thread of hope. This appeal, spoken with
trembling sincerity, sets the stage for a more complex unraveling of the heart’s
desires.

As their dialogue unfolds, the older woman listens with a calm that only time can
grant. She does not rush to judge, nor does she encourage fantasy. Instead, she gently
steers the conversation toward the realities of enduring love—the sacrifices, the
boredom, the relentless grind of daily companionship. Love, she warns, is not all
letters and moonlit sighs. It is built in silence, in shared disappointments, and in the
long work of understanding someone not just as a figure of romance, but as a partner
shaped by flaws. Her words do not diminish the young woman’s feelings but offer them
context. With each soft-spoken truth, she presses the younger woman to examine not
only what she feels, but why she clings so tightly to it. Is it love, or the idea of it?

What remains unspoken is the older woman's own silent sorrow—her private
connection to the same man now loved by another. Though never revealed in direct
words, her tone and hesitation carry the weight of personal history. She knows what
the young woman does not: the man has already chosen a path that leads away from



them both. Still, the older woman does not use this knowledge to wound. Instead, she
steps aside, not in weakness, but in silent dignity, allowing the younger woman to
continue her journey unburdened by competition. This act of protection—quiet,
invisible, but profound—is the very essence of the chapter’s title. It reflects a form of
emotional safeguarding, a deliberate shielding of others from truths that would do
more harm than good.

Time passes, and the younger woman returns, her spirit shattered. The man has
married another, and the dreams she had so carefully held have collapsed into grief.
She weeps not only for lost love but for lost belief—that deep, aching disillusionment
that comes when the world refuses to bend to the heart’s will. The older woman
embraces her, not with platitudes, but with a perspective born of suffering. She tells
her that even this heartbreak, raw and bitter, will shape her into someone stronger,
more aware. It is not a dismissal of pain, but a reframing of it. Love may be lost, she
says, but selfhood must remain.

The final moments of the chapter shift into a quiet meditation on what it means to
endure. The older woman, though alone, does not crumble. She reflects on the roles
women play—not only in loving, but in letting go. Her protection of the younger
woman, and perhaps of the man as well, was never about denying herself entirely, but
about choosing peace over longing, integrity over rivalry. The policy in favor of
protection, then, is not written in law, but in emotional wisdom. It is a way of
navigating life’s wounds without inflicting new ones. That act of shielding others, even
while hurting, is not a mark of weakness but of profound inner strength.

In the end, the chapter speaks to a universal truth: that the heart’s battles are rarely
won with passion alone. They require patience, clarity, and sometimes the courage to
stand aside. Through its characters, this story gives voice to the countless quiet acts of
sacrifice that shape love’s deeper truths—acts rarely seen, but always felt. The women
in this chapter do not fight for a man’s attention; they fight to preserve their own
sense of worth. And in doing so, they offer a lesson far greater than any romantic
conquest. They embody a policy not of surrender, but of strength—one rooted in



empathy, protection, and a profound belief in the healing power of time.


