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l want to thank for thetr assxstance .with my -

people " that
contribution to the relatnve lack of scholarshlp o‘h JM Coetzee

'I‘here are several

Thelr assnstance

has come .in a variety" of forms’ ranging from the easily‘ 1dent1f1able (Craig

McLuche S generostty with Hard- won referenoes. Bev Tetz s salvagmg of essays from

waste paper) ‘to the guasn fabulous (Jenmfer Baked * apan Kelly) ~John and Catrm

Owen Wheelwnght probably now. know :the meamng of the phrase "the ‘writer's“' .

block" far betten than they would have hfced They made a space for me to '

\ . *’

work in and were not perturbed to fmd it. full of ‘much confus:on Thankyou

And the last ‘\

you “five. 1 cou]dnt have done n thhout your love and support \
person I want (o thank is. Andrew Evans thhout whose fiendish ftngers nmost fof .'q.;
thxs would not h ve reached prmt and vnthout ‘whom I cannot do cos R
¥ @ v' l
' 3
Y .
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Abstract '

The literature ol‘ a country such as South Afnca 1s bound to be more closely ‘
eXammed for "‘tts polltical relevance than that of less ‘explosive” countrtes. The
themauc readrngs of JM Coetzees fiction reveal that if “his - \york mounts a
criique it is not . a--very(' 'subversrve one.. Hls: texts, lhav'e'_ been readily reabsorbed”

—-— . ! L —

into” mainstream -libetal/humanist discoufse. - This  agsimilation -may, of “course, be ‘a

- function of the r'eading habits of his critics ;and reviewers. They overlook the fact
“-'t'hat' Coetz‘ee‘ has actually 'anticipated their 'reaction ' They tacitly vinsist on . .

conttnuous narrattve and consrstent charactenzatnon and evaluate Coetzee' s works in

termwf mdrvrdual psychologtcal development and ethrcal VlSlOl’l applaudmg some of :
hrs novels yet. reJectmg others Thetr readmgs are, | m‘}short,v_reductnve. If one ‘
pays careful attentton 10, Coetzee s frctronal practice however‘ on¢ 'se‘e's that he is”
attemptmg to- undermme these assumptrons , Hts formal drsrupttons and metal‘rcttonal
moufs foreground the frcttonahty ol” his works and the arbttrary nature of srgns

Coetzee thus calls tnto questron the ways we structure realrty and exposes the

4

. WOrkmg of - tdeology - ’l'he polmcal usefulness ol‘ what Stephen Watson has called_.

\

Coetzee ] "deconstructton of reahsm and decolomzatron of language has -rts “limits
however Hrs refusal to mvest any narratwe wrth more rmportance than the next

rs a deferral of moral chorce The ahlstoncal treatment of human interactron lS a

conservatrve gesture The erudmon requtred to recogmze ‘his mtertextual references . )

dtmmrshes h‘S' POtenttal audrence 'I?he polltlcal uses to whlch the reader can put‘
Coetzee s observatrons about the,,constructron of frctron (myth rdeology etc) are

many and varrous The ends to whtch they should be put cannot be mferredg.

‘»from hrs novels Hrs pohucal srlence remarns ambrguous In the South Afrreanf -

4‘ . ol
. L,.""- -

context such srlenee seems trresponsrble. T : e
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Ny . I.. lntroductlon
e, ' v 6 '

"It 1s o1, should 'be, im snble to read the works of a South Afncan writer . .
; such as JM Coetzee w1thout knowmg that South Africa~ is in the mrddle of a-
crvrl War and that the chorees whtch the citizens of * South Afnea make on a
day to- day basrs are tmbued gnth a more tntense polltml stgntftcance than those
'we'.. m less explosrve srtuatrons have to make‘ HOWever one must take unto
‘ account that as a mu;en of the Republtc of South Afrm understood as’ mcludmg
the Bantustans one s potenttal for ;choxce for freedom of movement for freedom

by the rules and regulatrons Qtanks and guns of .

of expressxonw 1s severely curtatl

. the state apparatus whrch 1s protectmg the tnterests of the Whtte rmnorxty

The regtme 's vnolent defence of 1ts mterests means that soctal practlces whxch
_ other trmes and in other places mtght be treated h neutrally or allowed greater
freedom., hecome problematrc Mrchael Vaughan argues that in such cucumstances
practtces that operate wrthm the wrder sense of pohncs tend to acqutre an added
mtensrty of pohtrcal' x‘eferenoe. sxhqe they have to compensate for the repressron of’
polrucal actrvity 1n ttts most conoentrated form (119) He goes on . to dtscuss :

hterature as one of the social practrces Whlch functxons..in thrs compensatory way

o ’, ' Quesuons ahdut the funetron of hterature and the responstbxhty of the wnter

haveg always been\ under discussron but perhaps never moré urgently t_

ca #

At‘uca at the present ttme The selectron of statements on theoe 1ssues ‘presented

.

below mdtcates the dornmant attrtudes ~m South Afnea today The l'trst 1s Andre o

;e‘.:;;.

‘,:—that the ‘systsm 1s exposed countered and



.

e

- S
f ; . T uncondmonally to the need to state lt and Testate it, and state lt agam
§ - o) and agam and forever.: (35) R ‘

X

Brmk s decrsron to’ remain in South Afnea 1s drctated by hts commttmem to change :

in the country. a commrtment whtch informs hts wnung career : l-hs statement

ot AR
~

Ce testrlfies to the mdwrstbrltty of hterary and poltttcal actrvity ]‘ ghmpse that can‘ .
* never f_ade of whtch he’ speaks is paralleled in " Elsa Joubert s statement about her

role "as- wrtter.: vExplaimng~. the ‘tmpact‘ of the Sharpevrlle massacre on, her career.A

she says: s

l' \ v . - . ! ‘ b ' -

o . 8, K
Thts brought things to a head in my wrrtmg - All other subjects seemed

. - tnvral and’ unacceptable Ltmrted as my capablhtrcs were, [ felt it vital.

i

W.,;«; = . .°to 'bedr witness'. (Sl) S L

ThlS mtense nwd to address soc1al issues is shared by many wmers ‘ My last ‘
Ny . L \\. """“ )
quotatron is’ perhaps a, defmmve statement. ' It comes from th,e wnter Mbulelo .

Mzamane L RN T

In South Af you are not Just a cnttc or a teacher You are eitherv |

no prevancauon no._. hterary qutshngs Perhaps a time will come when'
vewe shall srt baqk and revrew one another s work pnmanly ‘as, ltte'rary ”
"‘{ ‘ .T R creauons. .. For. notw\ We have very pressmg/ problems to whrch we must"‘”
; | | ‘ harness all our resources physml and spt (304) - | o |

_ Tha hterature fuhctmns to supporr or Z vert that the .wnter 'has-\ a - “
::‘responsrbtlity whether s/he, hkes lt or not ~3;er to be the dommant attitude in. .,

an enemy or 3 supgrter of the regtme 2 . e The srtuatron allows for S

South Afrm From there the questron rs ow to wrtte.t what kmde of wrrtmg_‘fi

: ‘Mzamane, '; ;i meant X developmg e techmque L whlch he calls collectivel,",”{:f '

charactenzatron and whtch rs e' '

R best articulate an understandmg of the 'tical reahty of soum Afnca or best?
o8 {‘contnbute to a change in, 1ts conscrousn' _ g" For Elsa JOubert ‘it meant no longer""‘-

‘ii";.';‘setung her stones outslde South Afnca and 1o longer using allegory For Mbulelo'.":.f‘




‘ be i‘or it. 1;3,‘0

N the dominant mode of‘ noveiisttc practroe in. South A.fnea today. and any hterature ‘
whtch bypasses social issues tn order to drscuss 1tself" (Marquard 19) ts hkely to |

fbe understood as literature whrch is not agatnst the enemy and ‘must m consequence

Lo E f . toNy | (- '

1

someone hke Coetzee who wntes novels Whlch are . htghly self referential and whose ‘

' 'work is frequently understood as dehtstoncrzed allegory the cltmate of opmton about |

the commitment evrdeneed m his i‘tcttons ,ts not hkely to be favourable The

effect which his texts have on his reading publtc is -an rssue whtch he hrmself

addressed in a personal tntemew wrth Drck Penner whdst lecturmg »tn Kentucky, thev’
foliowmg quotattons are from Penner 's transcnpt of thetr conversatmn " |
_‘,:I seem- to have two sets of critical publtc one of whrch is in the United.
;,.States ” The other is in South Afrtca And the terms in wlhchs
o these)ktwo pubhcs operate .i are rather dtfferent QNI On the ,one

' -hand, the body of people in_ the 'Umted States read these books ‘in the

i ".general terms m whrch books are read by mtelhgent mamly aeademrc type

’ ‘crttics in the United States Back’ in’ South Afrtca there is another type‘ |

| of framework in whtch they are read Which 1s very heavrly mf}ueneed by‘ R
- ”Mamsm by general Third World thmkrng E ’I‘he’" pnmary questton R
‘ / ts' "Where does this book ftt mto the polttteal struggle"" It ts sort

. -" : ‘ t X v S o ' ' r"
Such is the cultural context in whtch J M Coetzee produees hlS wnung For

| .'of ‘a. domtnaung question there. Those are actually the people I hve"'",_-'; S

‘“among I don t want to dtsparage them at all
' o

they are sertous R

L ’mtelligent people but they are dmg my books in’ a parttcuiar way SR
o W .



1
N
»

aéademrc and the pohueal Hrs method suggests further opposrtions between the

objectrve and the subJectwe the neutral and the partisan m the terms- in which he .

-8 drscussingsq attitudes to hterature the audrence best equrpped o understand his

N novelisuc techmque (he has descnbed rt elsewhere as radrcal formalrsm) is one

s}

~

whrch apprecrates form and wrll not attempt to rifle - through his text for pohtical

0

content And he is . right to- unply that those he* mrght call 1deolog1cal cntics who

&

‘are preoecupted by the question "Where does 1t fit?" do - not get much out of hlS

) , x,\}" .
g

novels some of the most damning crmcrsm of hrs work has come from students

and radrcals L SRR .
ll‘ ( . . , ~

4

a

preoccupatlon .,thh form and style makes hrm aesthe‘trcrsr and apoimcai bepau'se

polmcal relevance is to be found in.a novelws content Hence, realrsm is pnvrleged
RN
by South Afncah wrtters and cpmcs because the \venmmilrtude of the novel s

q

pohtrcal settmg makes rt easy for the reader to recogmze his/her reahty and to .

4

:draw concltisrons about the authorral m sage It is, however too sr;nple to ieave

the dlscussron of GOetzee s novels potennal conmbutron to progress m South Africa

‘ at the pomt where rt breaks down mto the old wrangie about form over~ content

; '.or content over form It 1s"nadequate to assume that the only way a wnter can

s

"be relevant 1s by wrrtmg reahst frctron Indeed crmcs such as Vaughan have

e argued that reahsm constitutes a neghglbl ‘5,,

vféﬁpon m rdeologrcal terms because of

drvrsron and wrll be explonng the possrbrhty ‘tha K Coetzee s i‘lcnonal pracuoe. hxs

expenmentation wrth form contams more in terms '__of xdeologrcal crmque than criu%s

» ' The wrdely held behei‘ ‘ to ‘which Coetzee alludes is that a hovelist"s -

.-

A
v

[Ny
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works do participate in political debate, dealing ‘as they do with coloni.za.tion',
identity, survival, consciousness and cogscience, .and that thematic readings yicld
insights which cant be instructive and’ subversive: the form in Which these themes
are prcs;:nled, howc\;er._ is "as much the “content™ of his fictions as the - overt
content and any discussion of the potential challenge mounted by '‘Coetzee has to
take inlo' acc(’;unl the "form.al radicalism” o.f his - works" I intend in this essay vlo
cxamine first the thematic reqdingsof Coetzee's ’work in -order 1o demonstrate that
F(hcy are reductive.  These readings _universalize the jnteraction between man and
nature, and 'man and society, assimilating Coetzee's ’ficlion into liberal discourse,
Readings ,\:/hich incorporate a greater .awareness of his formal innovations and
. narrative techni\qucs reVeal thi;t he ha$ anticipated conventional interpretive strategies
. - <« .
and is attempting to subvert them. My analysis will look at the implications of
his formal ‘and theoretical premises and question the political usefulness of his
n0veli§tic pracu'ce.k It is only after an examination of Coetzee's writing strategies

that one can establish his position in the South’ African context and the potenu'él

in his work for contribution to change.



)

1. Thematic Readings, Critical Asgumptions, Conser\.ratlve‘Assimllmlons'

"Any inquiry into tﬁ,c potential of a novelist's work fon contributing lo‘politilcal
debate has, of necessity, to -take into’ account that worl;'s critical reception.  In
this cl;ziplcr I will bé outlining thc dominant themes in J.M. Coetzee's fiction’ and
assessing the critical reaction to it, using both scholarly arliclcs. and newspaper and
Jnagazine feviews. My reason for doing so is this: the ways in which, texts arc
assimilated by or gain popularity among mé reading publilc(s) indicat¢ dominant

modes of. inlerpretation, An -analysis of the interpretive strategies of Coetzec's

'

public(s) reveals their tegxal an—d. culural assumptions; assumptions which, as 1 will
argue in Ch;ipler 2; he ha; f_amicipatcd and attempted to ‘subvert, .l will evaluate
the extent of his success i;1 lﬁis attempt in ‘my final chapter.

The t‘ﬁo themes which_invife the "most attention in Coetzee's ficlic'm’ are power
~ and identity. "J.M. Coetzee's ~vision goes right to the nerve centre of being”
states Nadine Gordimer on' the dust jaékel %f ‘the Penguin edition of. 'V\}ailing for’
the Barbarians. The  way in whfch "being” is cons;ituted and how "being" cé)nnects
with power are the major thematic foci in all his texts. The central characters in
his canon are all Eon'cémcd with the question df how to be, what choices their
particular, contexts allow, or force“upon, them. His fictional worlds, the . characters’

particular contexts, vary .from the relatively recognizable (South Africa in its

revolufionary phase in Life.and Times of Michael K. the Karoo farm in In_the

Heart of the Country) to the_ quasi-fabulous (the ahistorical outpost of Waiting_for

the Barbarians, the desert island of Foe). Within each setting, the chatacters live
out Lpeir e:gistences | in communities which vary in"size. from the minimal (Crﬁ’so"s
is_land, KMagda's farm, Jacobus qutzee;s Namibia) to the .maximal (Edgene  Dawn's
Ameri&. Michael“‘l("s South ‘Africa). Yet within each community"the -same dr:;;na‘
is being played out, within each -semn‘g the same qliéstioﬁs recur: what .does a
"~ wo/man. need in order to constitute -an identity? can a wo/man have an identity If

s/he is removed—f{om contact with other humans? In as microcosmic a community

! .

[ERTRN
AT

6 —



¢

as one comprised of only two people, can s/he eecape the - Master/Slgve dialecric?
As the community grows and roles diversify, how does one choose and rrraimain
one's position? Do communities act  as maerocosmic versions of the interplay
between two people?. Is it an imperative brhar a community's ‘idemily i only
maintaired’ by the forcible creation of the other, the Barbarians" What legmmaring
mythologres are propounded by Emprre in order to jusnfy the subjugation of its
neighbours? How ‘do we conccrve of Crvrlrzanon 1f its methods of self -constitution
" demand a'tls as barbarous as those armbuted to its enemies?
~Most of Coetzces narratives use¢ as lherr focalizer a character who belongs to,

" yet is. functioning on the periphery of, the Master class, In his first text

Dusklands, - Coetzee counterposes the narratives of two such characters: Eugene Dawn

-

appeArs as a function'ary caugixl in a larger web, using his imelligence in ‘the
serviee‘ of Empire, Jacobus Coetzee as the great White Hunter/Explorer who yields
to violence after his humiliation in lhe wild. Both of them offer highly
éophislieared discourses on their motives and assume that’ they have autonomy, and
.an--immunity to the ideology of their societies. »Both. however, appear ignorant of
the, ways in which they reproduce their societies' violence. Both nanauves expose

the intellect as ‘ignorant of its limitations. In - interview Coetzee agreed with

Stephen Watson that thé idea prevailing in both Dusklands and In’ the Heart of

n ' )
oo+ the Coun ;g is one of a' ,

limitless. power m a land so lawless that everythmg is permissible. bul a
power whnch ~ becomes a source qf despair because ‘it 'sO absolute' and
withoryﬁopposition end hence‘ perhaps pvre\'rents‘ that reiation between men
" out of wluch reality is composed (Speak 23) ’

[ S e——

Magda m In the Heart of the. Oountry and Cruso in Foe are sumlarly of t.he

Master Class yét are . not "free in Watson s sense to exercrse ~absolute power
Magda 1s limited by her role in her relauonshrps both with her father and wrth
~ her servants; Cruso by the fact of being sh;pwrecked (i.e. rt, is . not a locauon' he R



"chooses").  Both characters, however, are the Masters in . their microcosmic
communities, if only for 'a while, and both narratives examine the ways in which
“? ' : )
they perceive themselves and relate 10 others. Both characters attempl to escape

the role of Master,. Magda in her fumbling gestures of goodrvill towards 'Hendrik

and Anna, Cruso in hi} reluctance ‘to dominate Friday and Susan Barton.  The

attempts of both Magda and Cruso are Iargely failures.

Waiting for the~Barbanans and Life and Times of Michacl K explore - the

.dynamics of power from a different ang‘le. The Mnglstrate and Michael K do not
attempt to exercise limitless power in the manner of Jacobus Coctzee, nor do they
atitempt con;ciously andv"contlnually’ 10 eseape the Mas.ter/Slave, dynamic, They arc
more strbject 10 the dernands‘ of their 'oociety than Magda and Cruso. 'Both figure
as litle men trapped in turbulent times, caught in the crossfire between forces 1o
which. they do not properly belong. Of course, th‘is is 'sornewhat to Ioed the dice.

Michael K is certainly not the Magiétrate. and does not' “have the Magistrate's

potential for choice. Yet this fact is one which ha§ been: ‘downplayed in criticism,

both characters havmg been understood as Everyman figures in modern day allegory.

The amount of critical attentton that the various novels have recetved suggests . -

that there is an rmpulse to accept the allegory in which the Everyman figure is

easily recognizable (the Magistrate as a civilized, liberal, peace-loving, sympathelic,

white_man). There seems to be a spectrurn of appreciation dictated by terrns of -

accessrbtlty with Waiting for the Barbartans and Ltfe and Txmes of Michael K it

the most- popular end Foe and Dusklands somewhere in the mtddle and In_the the"

£
. Heart _of the Countg at the other end " The revre\).rers of Coetzee S novels seek o

understand the Mngistrate but not' Magda. The tmpulse seems to be to justlfy the

us

one most like us.. (I am using " the word

Stemer éntrcrzes Waiting for the Barbarians - for bemg "Unfortunately heavy wrth'

t

here in an ironic sense) George

"‘ cltches It does not scem ‘1o -have occurred to htm e consrder that thts mtght oo

be a delrberate strategy -on Coetzee s part in. ordcr to pomt out the ,bankmp;q_ of

P
q

N ~




the lies that Empire’ tells itself:
Steiner is not' alone in the' assumption that Coetzee's fiction is easily'_‘"
'interpreted and thal his novels are ﬂawed by easy. clues Also speaking of Waiting n

.for the ga,ibanans, Nrcholas Shnmpton in the New Statesman remark's,, that:

‘events can be read either as-a retrospective account of the end of Empire

~ in. Mozambique or Zimbabwe, or as a\ covert prophecy for the future of
[ . -,

Southy Africa itself.  Oncé the penny 's dropped, of 'course, historical

-~ —

allegory of. this kind can. seem  a httle dull- -a matter of ticking off

frctional events agamst therr lrteral counterparts (30)

'

As if all liberation wars - follow the same progressron and that is all there is* 1o

“

the’ novel Cynthia Ozxck is srm:larly drssatisfred with Life and Trmes of Michael

K for bemg too easy to read ' Commentmg on the function of the medical ofﬁcer

- she says, "he- thrckens the clear tongue of the novel by namrng its message and

’ thurnping out uomes ‘(26). She does not stop to . conslder whether the medroal
‘.off icer's interpretati‘on‘ is inserted .rromcally. Instead she mterprets the” text as
some: sort of justiﬁcation' for construetive<. engagemenb-"the 'noble enduranoes ‘and
passronate revelations are not to be taken for a covert ‘defence of terronsm nor is
~ the text. about the mevitabrhty of guenlla war and revolutxon" (27).

The self reﬂexlve elements of Coetzee s ftcuon wtuch lxshall dxchSs in my‘
o next chapter shouid make crmcs wary of' takmg the charatters pronouncements at

face value and wary also of assummg that- the message is easrly extractable Part

of Coe}zee s project is to pomt out that mterpretanon lS xdeologxcally detemuned .

In the followmg pages I intend 10 examme in detarl the cntreal matenal on‘,l

ngting for the Barbanan and In the Heart of the Counm ’l'he two texts are.

- ‘“WWSUHS to- juxtapose pecause of their very dxfferent criueal receptron '.:Waitinz »

) '@_Lh_e_.m is the novel for wlnch Coetzee gamed mtemational aoclarm - _I".;
'would ”3“ that “ m"d S“Ch f°°°8nm°n prec:sely because it i me easmt of tnsf.‘

. o novels to naturahze as. a pohtienJ allegory. . Controversy rages over the pamculanty s




clo e
or umversallty of llS reference yet most of its’ revrewers seem comfortable thh the

A}

rdea that ll deals wtth polmcal tssues m South Al'nca

Wamng for the Barbartans tells the story of _an agtng Magrstrate in “',‘an'
¢

- .,‘ unspecrfxed outpost settlement of an- unspectfted Emptre *The ‘Magtstrate s lauthorlty

s usurped, by the . arrival of Colonel loll from the capttal ‘*:Su,specting incurSions '
CJoll ‘an'd-"his ‘men are’ in, search of barbartans who-, will - provide them thh

inforrnation -Throu'gh his' dealmgs wnh Joll, “the Magtstrate is forced to’ recogmze

e

\‘lhts former compltcny wtth the regtme and to acknowledge the hmttauons of hrs

'

" heroic stand agamst hls totalrtanan masters.' 'Ihemattcally and qurte llterally the

R}

Magrstrate is a tortured lrberal o o '\ - .o

Although Coetzee has stated that he . wantod to create characters and a‘ setting
that belong to no contemporary sttuatxons (Smolowe 72), it rs rmpossr'ble to beheve
'that for a wrrter as self- conscnous as Coetzee the echoes of South Africa to be
.found in the text are accidental | lmages such as women carrymg washbaskets on

. 'thetr heads (4) and words such as communal lands and border (2) allude to"

"Southem M‘lca ‘ The fact that “the lake is becommg more salme and -before long.

' .the mhabrtants of _the settlement ‘will be unable to exist- mdependently of extemal‘ f

o j"border The protectton of the South Afnean Border agamst mcursrons by

,"’ . -attennon away from the faet of the cml war ragmg wrthin that border.‘ Perhaps

vsupplies would rermnd an mformed South Afrtcan. reader of the depleuon of oy
_

'resources in the Bantustans and the existence . of salt pans m Namipla Comments

K made by the townsfolk m the novel such hs "Why mnt they leave us . alone"
I,

l

,They have thetr own terntones havent they"" (99) parallel 'the self jusuftcatory 3
L rhetoric of the white South Afncans wrshmg to lretam control of 80% ol‘ the land '
The most potent allusron to contemporary South Afrtca ls tn the word

-

commumsts from Angola 1s a comerstone m the Nationahst Party rhetoric | The

' government promoted paranom about the commres o the border setves to dlvert ﬁs’
w

thrs k¢ act

-

m South Afrrca today tt is. ‘no longer so easy a.?? remain ignorant o“'
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However the effecuveness of thrs enabhng mythology ‘at the ume of Wartmg 1 '

the Barbanans s wnttng was conslderablerl

leen rthat the physical border of South West Afnca 1s somethr<of | a red .

G hemng for South Afncans of both the rlght and the left We should perhaps not
| pursue the obhque allustohs to thewotentral geographlcal locatron of J. M Coetzee s

fictional . border too far The border therefore becomes a physrcal analogue for the

o mterface of two opposmg forces 'l‘hese forces have been varlously mterpreted and
there seems to be greater ease on the part of cnucs and revtewers wnth defrmngr :
Emplre than Wlth sdefimng 1(s opposrte Paul Ableman m the Mto offers I. :

several levels of abstractlon fdr our consrderatron ftrstly the Emptre 1s ~any emprre ; |

\
Y

and. "the book would commumcate to Khssxan freld commanders in Af ghamstan Jllsl";i .
as it . would have earned a message for Bntrsh proconsuls Roman provmcral.'

governors or Amencan cavalrymen subjugatlng the lndtans (21) r or secondly‘

{

Emplre is | contemporary Western Man baskmg m plenty and technologrcal ease in
a . world ~whrch he has lumself seeded \wnh doomsday machrnes thtrdly, »"' ”e“l

Emptre lS the human rrund ordered. ,prosperous fand fecund but surrounded by the

|
i '

barbarous forces of madness and halluctnauon Iast (and most ndlculously)

represents the ageless amhrgulty of tlungs .v whrch drssolves all clear-cut moral

S : ,..‘

,' - judgements '“ Ableman deserves some credrt for trymg to see | beyond one level of

abstractron or one analogue alone He does however ,fall mto the trap ol‘ .

¥

allowing lus muluple layerltrg to drssolve clear cut thlnkmg on what else the

v”‘

barbanans nught stand for ' -' “ L ‘

Cd -

Others. notably Menan du Plessts and George Stexper have m‘efpfeted Warun

for the Barbanans as an analysrs of the Hegehan Master/Slave dtalectrc : :‘and, th

two offer qurte dtl'ferent aecounts of how thrs opposiuon funcuons ‘in: Coetzee}




[T . [
.

‘states that "the great cunmng of the barbarians lres in thetr refusal A enter mto

"

,.thts combat (83)., When Joll and hrs henchmen are leavmg the outpost after

thetr failed mrssron the xMagrstrate l'orces one of 'th e meqn. to explam what &
\ happened He says ) ,‘ - IR

i
t|;

’

,'We froze m the mountams' We starved m the desert' Wh)} did no-onc‘

N “

- tell us it would be like that" " We were not beaten— they led us out lnto

!

: the desert and then they vamshedI They lured \fs on- and .on.. Lwe

PR ‘could never catch thcm They Would not stand up to* us ( amng
o o g for’ the Barbanans 147) ,' ' S ‘:' - ;' o
\»“,.‘ i ‘" m‘ ) o . ‘7

lf 1t is only through the negatton of another human i that being can be. created

. the barba.nans frustrate the needs of Joll and the Thtrd Bureau by thetr rel‘usal’ o
. S . \

\

,' engage in a combat which could lead o thetr ‘destructton ’Cavafy s ‘a,p‘oem which

. '\

.

[N

e provrdes the novel thh -its trtle supports tlus clatm o

[ L oo ' 1

y

Because tt s mght and the barbanans have not. come - . . IR

T e A.nd some people just m from the* border saytv
" There are. no barbanans any longer~ o

. .,‘” o - . o vt‘ o Lo ,.’ K o .;.4.’,'
R § X . [

e Now whats gomg to, happen to us wlthout' them"

Y The barbanans were a kmd of solutmn (Keeley and Sherrard 6)
o Du PleSsrs suggests that the Magrstrate 1s one of Hegel s pseudo masters--a slave

) wrthout a mastet s master vnthout T_;, slave ' There 1s consensus = amon

. commentators on tlus novel the Magrstrate rs a frgure wh’o attempts to escape' the

L Master/Slave opposmon

possrble. s much 'debated
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o m be floundenng m (87) Stephen Watson 'is srmtlarly pessumsue about the

"

' possrbility of escape HlS favounte phrase borrowed from Albert' Memmr "the -

(8

‘colomzer w.ho refuses. ts apphed to the Magrstrate and the conclusron 1s gloomy
I,-"He cartnot help suf ferlng from gmlt and angutsh and also eventually, bad farth

He ‘is always on the frmge of temptatton and shame and is, m the fmal analysu
' S'ﬁ 2 “ . ) . VL : : 4

Watson draws on Arthur Koestler s remarks about the predrcamem of the o

1

- mtoﬁtgentsra in a colonial srtuatton to be m such a t‘p0s1tton 1s

to be dcpnved of responsrbrlrty whtle contmumg w0 feel a responsrbrlrty

'
N . [

e whrch lS as boundless in" its guﬂt and as“ all pervasrve as those neuroses. ; -

1hat breed so easrly m the psychologrcal closed c1rcutt’ of any great

. . ‘
Do | '

, Watson suggests thrs as the posmon Coetzee fmds htrnself m ‘as a’ wmer lt rs
.'_ true that this is . the posmon that the Magrstrate ftnds ,h:mself in’ m the ftctronal
| - world of Waxtlng g:or the Barbanansr altho‘ugh lt 1s a perhaps a httle hasty of
Watson (and many of Ooetzee s other cntics) to conﬂate the wnter with hxs
.‘ ' creation (I wrll show in Chapter 3 that Coetzee has never acknowledged the . nwd

"bear wltness as other- wnters have) In fact if anythmg Wmnn_& for the '

3

'_" ,.‘Barbanans. seems to "be. examinlng the rMagnstrate s reluctance to bear witness hrs

longmg for a gutet llfe m‘> qmet ttmes (8) The Magrstrate 1s swept along by

o

events more than he ls prompted by hlS conscrenoe He presents lnmself as the

o
[ e .

qumtessennal hberal at the opening of the novel "'l beheve m peace, r.perhaps peace
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of self detern]'\mauon and - rs sure that 1f he remed from pubhc life he would be

replaced and nOthmg would have changed (139) Hts covert racxsm "is' revealed

: control the Barbarrans WOuld wrpe ltherr backsldes on the town archtves (143)

e

"Hrs vrsron of the future ranges from the bleak to the apocalypttc Nowhere does

he show falth in progress or in peacef ul, non explortattve co»extstence

[

However thts denudmg process whereby the usgtarmned contradlcttons in the B

R }

when he admits 10 fmdmg the Barbanan gtrl ugly and assumes that lf they took B

- Magrstrate s llberal humamsm become apparent has frequently been overlooked ~For* -

' "opened o people who assert that there are htgher consrderani‘ns than those of

'*decency (81). Many revrewers have agreed that the core of the novel its

’a crmc hke Drck Penner "the core of Coetzee s novel is the Magrstrates evolvmg

t

ethrcal awareness (41) and the epxphamc moments for the Magrstrate are 1dentlf1ed

by statements such as . "l should never have allowed tho.,,gyes of the city 10’ be

\

ethrca'l vrsion" and that tn thts the novel belongs to a tradmon of poltucal
. !.

" allegory whrch‘ tncludes e Plagt_g‘ and Darkness at Noon Thg good hberal

. “I

, conclusrons that mform Koestler s frct:on‘ whtch he spelled out in’ his essay "The l‘ "

‘ "‘e‘sfavrtatronal force whrch keeps civrhzatron m its orbrt."... (60)

. ,l‘

; '.God that Fatled parallel the Magrsrrate s own, conclusxons' ‘ : A

X

' ‘_‘alwéys appear under the dowdy gutse of perenmal commonplaces _that

3

N "means only wrtlnn very narrow hrmts, that etlucs 1s not a l‘unctron of

s

A“f"somal utrltty,, and chanty th petty bourgeoxs senttment but 'he

[N

(R}

- The ~lessons taught by thrs kmd of expenence when put Jinto- wo‘rd:s.q

‘...vman rs a realtty. mankmd ‘an abstractlon that the end justrfles the o
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rgnored and the novel 1s subsumed mto bourgeors culture as’ a further justrl‘xcatton k

A

ror mactmty m the faee of fascrsm ' In the New York Trmes BoOk Revrew

lrvlng Howe has thrs to- say, ‘ "Not that he (the Magrstrate) becomes a cntlc of

,‘ nnpenahsm or a romantic defender of barbanans ‘.“:‘;. ' Weak gurlty., perhaps ’

4

' obsoletc ' he 1s at least humanr‘ Bemg " "human allows pe0ple such as ‘. thel o

N
Magrstrate to be wcak" and gurlty . ln fact Howe 1s wrong because a romanuc o

defender is precrsely what the Magr@rate does become Hrs last dntch stand agamst -
1mpenahsm 1s mdl\ndual heroxsm and as’ such s doomed to £arlure Joll has the
Magtstrate s, measure when he taunts hrm wrth concervmg of hrmself as the "One'

Just Man Howe overlooks thrs John. Mellors remarks m the Lnstener are‘

‘ srmrlarly cOmplacent' } "the author 3 evndent anger and prty are not allowed to turn

v a subtle work of the rmagmauon mto a polmcal pamphlet (621) He does fot

f‘p‘!

o o -

%,
s,

~

allow that -a  vision of hberatton from imperrahsm rs a work of the 1magmauon nor ‘

Y

that the mactron he feels the novel endorses is a polrtlral stance : Another crmc -

reluctant to look for more than he expects to fmd is- The Tunes Lrter _rx‘

Supplc_:r_n_en revrewer Peter Lewxs A"J M 'Coetzee 1s too mtelhgent a novehst to

cater for morahstic voyeurs It 1s sad to note the way in whrch most ‘cntrcs andv

revnewers choose to 1gnore the awkward and 1mphcat1ng detarls Ableman seems g

.“l”. e
8

unaware of the 1rony in hrs observatron that .i R LA

The different* elements m the populatton coexrst peaceably These mclude?'.sf

b

the townsmen the fishmg pe0ple L and even the remote nomadrc

barbanans who graze thetr ﬂocks beyond the law dntb thxs g_@mg__

l '

(21 emphaSts mmé) - "- 3 -'f':h*
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we have raped" o8y . T s

One has to questron the abrhty of Wamng for the Barbanans to promote anyw

' e i

krnd of change in conscrousness at all when it rs possrble for a critic like George

' Stemer to come out wrth remarks hke the followmg one whtch closes hls revrew in"

' A
' o

the New Yorker Lo Lo ‘ R
L ’//‘

. S

Qnmordral bond very nearly a strange kmd of love It is in hrs subtle “ ‘
. ‘.y '

Sy ) N
A ;o

" mference of thts love, | and of the " waste. that m_y come of hberatton

that MrCoetzee ts at hrs best (103 emphasts mme)

[ .
'

Stetner tt;eats the explortattve relattonshrp between Master and Slave as_ prrmordral

vhberatton .struggle can yreld‘any ‘ posmve results.;. enables. his remarlts to 'be' used in
the servrce of Fascist. polrtics IPR L “ D
. 4 : ', .

" The . same complaeency can be seen m the cnucrsm of «C&tzee s earher novel

In the Heart of the Country whrch was not even publtshed in paperbadt unul after'

t.he success of Warung for the Barbanans »A look .at the 'novel s publrcatton and,

revrew hrstory suggests that it has been taken senously not as a- hterary work bub ‘

‘as a commercral venture Grven that rt is the narrattve of a woman lrvlng m the

W
i

”

'
’ l

| revrews ‘of In the Heart of the Country m order to establtsh a f‘rarnework of‘f‘,f .

1deologml an textual assumptrons that may account for / the‘ text 8. marginaltzauon -

‘- :

thh the death of the master there may come as well the extmcuon of a ‘

and therefore natural and healthy Thrs coupled w\h hts seemtng doubt that the

rmddle of nowhere 1ts margmahzauon 'rs very mteresung-~ l seems that the

tortured hberal ClVll servant than the hrghly self conserons- monologue of Magda \‘

. ) o te T ' ! . o oLt
d | . . T A o, . ' R
) S . . " CL KT R N
. i v . oy !
. ot T . - o .

o

arbrters of hterary worth have greater resources for deahng wrth an aceount of a,' o

A\fter a brref synopsis of the texts pubhcauon detatls mtend to examme the‘.'f, |




) mentron of thrs edmon tn the Pengum editton nerther rs there any mentlon of the

A B
W -

fact that m the Ravan Press edmon the conversanons m the text are conducted tn o

i sl .

Afrtk’aans . ln 1976 Nadme Gordrmer tned to mterest her Brmsh publrshers m
vaccepting but they dechned ‘ In 1977 1t won the prestrgrous CNA award mf

‘South Afrrca and was publrshed m Brltarn by Secker and Warburg. and m Amenca

, under the trtle of From the Heart of the Country by Harper and Row Whatever' '
ithe ments the CNA judges recogmzed m it appear not to have been recogmzed by
B the mtemational press “or at least by those ma]or ar’mters of taste m the Enghsh 3 ‘.
“"speakmg world the crmcs m Brrtam and Amenea In nerther country dxd the” )

"novel cause much of a sttr and the book drd not appear m Pengum paperbaclg“

unul 1982 by whtc@A t’ime Wartmg for the Barbanans had ‘won af least three maJor

[
[
coro

’aWards s

ln the Heart of the Country recerved attentton from the press in two phases .

the frrst bemg when the novel was pnnted tn hardback and the second when
was reprmted after Wamng for the Barbarians n its fu‘st phase} 1t» was reviewed o
by the major newspapers and penodreals ' Durmg the second it}, reeeived: R
consrderably fewer revrews m 1ts own nght bemg cursonly, referred to’ tn the rash-
o of revrews of W_t_tgg Puhhshers Weekly was amongst the ftrst to revrew rt m-
e Aprtl 1977: e S "‘f' (\
‘ Tlus lS a novel about South Afrtca Not unexpectedly. therefore it ‘is 'a ‘, ~
: | ‘book about race It 1s also a novel about fantasy The prvot -on whrch SR
A :everythmg turns rs mternal draldgue What ls frctron"‘ What rs truth'f \j

sheep farmer s daughte? sees rt truth hes m her dtary where

As Ma

“*_;_\':,i?she, | g &5 in’ for entnes that are long. tedrous : vrtuper‘atrve -and bonng }'

ﬂ T,Endless ‘ramblmgs andv d: sertauons on why she has entered mto a ménage |




K .bn‘de'.f g There is l'i'ttle‘ plot less purpose and much confusron here. - The
style is ponderous and oppressrve, even clumsy (73)

v ; ‘
The. revrew starts from the premrse that it is not about Magda the ‘narrator buf f'

about South Afnca today ' The problem wrth the text that Publtshers Weekly reads '

rs that Magda mterrupts the smooth transmon of mformatron about South Kfrtca L

1

from the eal World" behind the text to the rnterested reader . We "cannot Qust

\her account because : as Magda sees t,\’ truth .hes in her drary. not in some -

-

: empmcally d"r'nonstrable realrty She .does not even presem ‘a eonvmcmg prcture of

: madness because she supphes "drssertatrons on her behavrour 4 ' " .

i

There are several problems wrth thrs revrew and the confuston the revrewer

. ' Lo

rdentrfres rs largely of hrs own makmg, Magda never says that she rs ntmg a

- *.dtary It 1s true that she descrrbes herself very early as "a spmster wrth a loeked |

P

"‘dra‘ry (ln the Heart of the Country 3). but the text ends wrth her remark about<

vth'e" space echomg wrth hymns 1 could have wrrtten hut drd not because a

'thought) rt was' too easy (139) The assumptron that the text is' a dtary in spite‘
| . "of the lack of evrdence 1s not as dtsturbmg as the assumptron ‘that she is

‘ defmrtely mad and that the reasons for her madness are’ eas‘ y tdentrfrable . "Magda

s after revenge because S Here we:- see tn actton e contentment of the-

" cr}txc to- tnvoke the self ~ev1dent As Barthes remarks ’ "W at 1s self evrdent what
follows, of rtself the natural is m short the ulum e outrage (Barthes by

| " Barthes :‘8\ Wrthout consrdenng the issue of madneSs.rn ‘anyvv,depth, ,.Publishers : \

“ i

W klx casts off the novel confused " o ‘rambling.""'w and’ "unimpressive.” o

\ s,

L 'Wrthout aﬂY connectron bemg made between the ‘ oppressrveness of the style and |
- ‘the oppressron in- the socrety m whrch Magda lrves Magda s narratwe 1.5 drsmissed ',‘ ¢ ;“j«\
AN lh_e___gb_s_e_r_vg s revrew of August 1977 is, a &ore succtnct versrom. of* the sante

.‘lh
A S

ief\é\to engage wrth the rdea that Magda 1s the focus of the novel' St

o R Watched by hls shnvelled :hroodmg daughter a Boer wrdower contmandeers :

.

hts black foreman s chrld bnde for his tbed Somethmg cracks ‘a rifle |
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shot or'the:spinstcr's samlyl in.\thls ‘powerful', n'1orbid study of lust,
dc.gradation and fantasy. (29) |
Again, Magda is decentred. - The -revxcw" irrl‘pl‘ies it is<1he father's actions which are
the subject of the novel. ° Magda does not even gelV named. in this revicw:' she is
‘a mere spinster whoso\ sanity crack;;
| Paddy,.l(l\lcheg‘;s review in The Listener is interestingly entitled "Death in the
Head." He 'overéoméé" h‘i's unease "about novels which dispense freely with the
auennon kccpers of place, time and specific narrative” in order to‘oraise In_the
Heart mghly His review seems to be one of . the more insightful of those that
appeared in 1977, although he, too, :s unable to resist the taming. of the text:
. "hefl rmothe'r is dead,: hef father - embarking on a 'late, and,. in the everuP
,un3uccessful courtship. Envpagmg that it might be successful she - murders both

mtﬁ!ﬁ and his voluptuous bnde in her mind" (223) Although Knchc;n'i does his "best

rfl' . ) ' N
Me allow the narrative to remain dlsconunuous ‘nevertheless the above example is

..ldence of the amtude lmpllCll in the first quotation from  his article: narrative

27 should be continuous, should make explicit the imbortancc of each one of its
R . )

fM anous levels, and should indicate what is to be takcn as merely imaginary and’
what as absolutely " factual..  Kitchen 38 unw:llmg. fmally, to allow Magda the

own narrauve He not only ascribes reasohs for the "mind

;n

; 'any supporung evxdence but also descnbes ‘the endmg thus "she remams mseparable .

o &

,:;‘ tl)e landscape. a mad witch- w0man spelling out messages in stone. ‘Hcl does :

":\nol accoum for the fact ‘that the’ last eight l‘ragmcnts do not menuon (the stone
fm;ssages at all ' r | | o
»
’Phe same: rmstak about the endmg of the novel 1s made by Anatole Broyard

A ’ oy

«

in the New York -

imes Book Re\new “ He ends his sxgmflcantly titled remw

"Hysteria, Scatology. Murder . with the image of Magda s stone xdeogram the
whlte washed woman thh Open legs. Ignormg the potenual for teadmg rape

IS
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fanlasy as’La white-wash, he describes Coetzee as a "master of deft hysteria”™ (14).

-

Hysteria, as we know, is lcommonly suppased to be an exclusively female complaint,
 He suggests that "Her life is filled with the wrong kind of love: ‘s.he‘ can love

‘only her rage, her ‘jagged virginity'."™ He does not inquire as to the cause of

~ 1

her rage nor the reason she would ‘descri‘be her virginity as "‘jagged," Nor does

' L4

he suggest what the “right" kind of love might  be.. Nor does 'hc cxamine the
fact that 'her‘ interactions with Hendrik, Anna, Anna, Jakob and her falhcr are
dircurhseribed by such deeply‘ entrenched -sdcial and sexnal taboos that an); ,.expression
‘l.of ""love."‘ in whatever sense ‘Broyard ‘understands ‘it'.- is liable to incomprehension.
<disto.rllon and punishrnem. |

]

' Possibly‘ one of . the mesl brutal forcings of meaning onto: Magda's‘n‘arralivc is
’fom 'Pa'nlin‘s m Encounter Paulllin states that ‘thls "diary-novel is less an
explorauon of ' the mlnd of a tormented spinster on a remote South African farm
than a strict and penetralmg mtellect_nal rnednatlon on the nature of hlstery (88).
Panlin sets np'an opposilion between "spinster’'s mind” and "inl'ellectual meditation,”

by

| the laner in some sense denvmg from ~Coetzee rather than Magda. The spinger’s
mind is, by 1mpllcanon ﬁcagable : of mtellectual meditation;”  spinsters __gre
lormented" but only mtellec p‘a;; ;fare ‘penetratmg Magda is ‘h‘oislt with her. own
petard accordmg to Paulin, as she describes herself as an - "angry Spins'ter in the
mlddle of nowhere He continues: '

When she does act (or fantasnse acuon) by murdering. her father's new

] w1fe and then her father there lS no sense of' hb‘erauon--mstead we have

‘to _read her ‘actlon symbohcally as .a propheuc ,accounl of the hrstoncal

’ desnny of Sguth Afnea Coetzee S ysns can be roughly translated like

. this :‘ whne Sou’t,h Afnca has released Jjtself from history;. it .is a static
N somety whrch has sought to preserve nself by becormng a lonely castaway,»'
‘a flxed and mtroverted state wluch 1s utterly incapable of bendmg to that

: developmg process wlnch 1s hlstory (88. enlphasrs . mine)

O
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-

The lssue of liberation’ xs more’ complex than he suggésts. - The pomt here is that
there is only one reason why Paulin insists on the dlstmcuon between Magda's

vonce and Coetwes meanmg he does not want to accept that Magda is capable of

'makmg tl‘f\efse observations . herself,  This is thev Teverse’ process from the one we

can see at work in most’ of the cntxctsm ol Wattmg for the Barbartans where

-Coetzee s eQuated with the Mangtrate Although .Paulin  quotes Magda as saymg

"We are the castawafs’ of . hxstory That is the origin of our feelmg of solttude

he would rather not see her as a competent spokesperson for her socxety She ‘s

.

mstead an embodtment-, a symbnl. He closes his. review with another quotatlon

rfr\om Magdaf_s' narrative and follows it up wnth another example of shifting the

locus of "meaning” from narrator' to author:

g "Lyric 'is my . medlum. not: chronicle." ~And so In_the Heart of | the

Country .is “an intell'ect,ual» lyric - tvhich sings the absence of history, the -

- electric lull before history breaks, rather than a ‘chronicle of . a_frustrated

woman's life--on . the ' level of individual ﬁjchology ;‘ the 'story s

‘ unconvigcing but ‘as a’ ptece of cultural psychoanalysrs and dtagnosts it's
glitteringly precise.  (89: emphasns mtne) |
The mdmdual psycholOgy. Magda 1s only unportant in' so far as she acts as a

mirror for South AfTica. She is transparent _That her "frustrated woman 's ltfe ‘

. may be a product of that culture is obvtously of no mterest to Paultn

My last exarnples should prove conclusrvely that Magda s story. Magda s hfe )

,Magda s psychology. Magda s text have been totally remterpreted for ‘the sake - of

consumptxon Charles Larson m World therature Today states

Patncide rape. 1ncest and nuscegenanon are not exactly unexplored themes‘

m South Afncan wntmg,\ though rarely have they been treated _as

T

v haunungly as in Coetzee s novel 'l'he unnamed herome s monolbgue of o
the self” (as she refers to her tale) recapltulates her violent murder of; e

her whrte father out of Jealousy for affarr "mth lus Afrmn.

" L
[
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‘ | workrna_n's wife. (245: emphasis mine)

) He concludes with:

22

At the end of the narrattve the author suggests that the enure stor) may |
have been the fantasy of a deranged consciousness. Posstbly none of

these events ever happened but are. only the troubled fantasies of ‘a

middle aged spinster bored wtth her mundane cxistcnce on thc vcld.

(246: eniphasis mine) o ‘ : o . S

Like Paulin, Larson insists on separating the "author” 'from the -"deranged

'éonsciousness " He €S NO need to account for his automauc conflation of bored :

mtddle aged spinster” and deranged consciousness. "

., The reviewers showed no mclmatron t0 change thetr posrtion in 1982 when the

. paperback came out. Publtshers Weekly mentions Wattum for the Barbanans first,

\ t

,ignores Magda's name and repeats . its earlier pronouncement of - "ltttle plot less

’purpose ‘and much confusion here™ (70). " The New York Ttmes Book Review

similarly points out that the author is the same as that of Waiting, gives a one

line synopsis . of plot including “loneliness, anger and eventual madness.” It

provrdes a rehash of Irvmg Howe s asrde whtlst revrewmg amng as a‘study of

socral and sexual entanglements between whrtes and blacks that showed patches of '

htgh talent but finally broke - down ur'der the wetght of an overwrought Faulknenan

\

prose (35)

As I have . tned to d/onstrate the revrews share some basrc assumptronsv o

'about the text whrch deserve serious attention. Frrst that there is an _"l behmd '

' " the text pnor o the medxatton of the dtary and that thts I" is mad' second

T - aparthexd/pohuas/hxstory/lust/represston etc, _.These .? aissunrptrons.; L,buy ‘ tnto reahst"_v};_ '

| that the character Magda goes mad for reasons whtch we can easrly drscover. thrrd:

-

that the character ts subordrnate to not consututwe of the author s messagc.’ '

\

fourth that the real 10cus of meamng xs theme not t‘orm (or the two oombmed), .

fifth, ~ that the important theme-« is 'not ‘-.the life of . a bored spmstcr but_ SR

. o’ - . v"“" ... \/
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_f:ctnonal techmque and mamstream twenueth-pentury models of mterpretauon in the' .

same Way that the crrtrcs of Wamng for the Barbanans do | Therefore n is not

| surpnsmg that many_ found the' novel perplexmg nor that ‘the” novel should have '

been marginalized. . . : ‘ o

S|

The kinds: of assumptrons outlmed above do .not- enable any understandmg of

- fMagda.s narratrye yet ‘when ~appl|ed to the MagnStrate s narrattve they yreld‘

different resultS' The Magrstrate s narratwe retams enough of ! the styhstrc features

required to allow for Waitin ing . for the Barbananss admrttance 0. the grand ‘canon

of polmcal allegory Magda s, »however s ln‘ the ‘ tradrtlon of :

. stream -of - deranged conscrousness that few w:sh to pursue As: demdnstrated aboye.

'Magda s text has been naturalized in ways whrch have led o her/its _ dismissal.

Perhaps the deftmtron - of naturalizauon is mstructtve here In. the literary sense,

"'Naturaltzauon emphasrzes the fact that the strange or deytant is. brought withm a
"drscursrv\e order and thus made " to seem natural” (Culler \‘37) In its legal sense,
'u is "the- grantmg of full crtizenshrp to one of Torergn btrth " Magda is strange
| devrant and forergn because she is an unmarried, repressed South Afnean These
are the unphgrt assumpttons of the “critics. But the srgmftcanoe of being unmarned

“or the concept of bemg repressed or the forergness of South Afncans ;are. all

constructs of the critrcs makmg Therr cnttcnsms do not take account of the

."complexity of the issues rnvolved nor the sophisticauon of‘ the f orm ln therr' ; K

‘readings they are msistently reductxve It is mteresttng to note that the crtues are ; ,j'_: _

T

'either male or anonymous By naturahz.ing Magda s narratlve as really bemg )

Magda s difl‘erende renders her Other and ednfirms his sense of Self Criucrsm of -v

‘ thrs nature must be. wen for what rt !S an unperiahst acttvrty

Culler states that naturalizauon ls an rmperative and that sooner or later one’; K
"‘_"-,has to dectde how to read a text He goes on to suggest that the reader g

P°3tp0ne that mornent ol‘ dQClsion as"ﬁts s P°33ib1° T° allow f°1' maxrmum} s :

: ;

{‘..

- about her father or- South Afnca or polmcs and so on the cntrc drsallowsi"",‘.v"‘ "




Lot . R K . R L -
. v v ' ! ‘ ' N v

P R ” R

[ : oo f

a'ppreciation of }"Lhe' text. One could w:sh that lhe crmcs had postponed tha't SR

| '-momem when coming to borh Wam ng for the Barbarrans and In rhe Heart of the.'

Country. ~ Perhaps then wé would have less cnucrsm lhgt tums Wamng for thef 3 .

Barbarians into an a\pologra for hberal ineffectuahty and complrcny and l hg

Heart of the Country‘ into the ravmgs of, a loony spmstcr -As hope o

" demonstrite in Chapter 2, readings which rake stock of the "formal radrcahsm ‘o‘f‘ e

| Coetzee's texts might offer more When Nadine Gordm‘rer says of Llfe and Trmes‘ -

‘of Mlchael K the mmal probably sLands for Kotze or. Koekemoer and has no' ,.
{reference nor need 1[ have to Kafka ( 1dea of Gardenmg 3) she dcmes herscll‘

the opportumty 10 examme .the mtertextual metafrctronal aspects of ‘ Coct»zee $ work o
"Wrthou‘r some understandmg of Coetzee 5 mtertexl a. novel lrke Foe appears mgh on, -
umntelligrble To drsregard the ways in- whlch Coetzee is usrng the lechmques ‘of

‘. post modemrsm is to mrss half of hrs pro;ect and to underesumate the mtellectual A
scope of his wrmng Thxs ‘move seengs rather unwrse glven thar Ooetaee ‘is ‘a-
‘sé)phrsucated theoreuaan and pracunoner of wrmng . ', A o /
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: IIl Formal lnnovatlons. Narrative Teqhniques, | Prohlematlzatlons ;" !

ln twentleth century flCthﬂ there lS a marked departure from “the assumpuon'; i,l;‘.,‘

1

thal novels are unmedtated transcnptxons of reallty and act as wmdows on the B

it .
. .

WOrld The theoretxeal works ol‘ cntics such as Barthes and Robbe Gnllet examme 3
! ; the rdeological assumpuons mvolved rn reahst modes of wrltmg. and 1mply that K
l' lcnon should: be more self conscrous and sell' cntml ’I‘he aesthetlc and polmcal"

challenges 'to wnters m the twentleth century v"have resulted m i fxctlon whxch" ‘.

" W “l

expenments.. fonnally‘ conscrously dlsruptmg ‘ :readers..,‘ expectations B What« is . (5:* .

known as post- -modernist " flctlon 1s .one. such "{res‘ponse"“ Post modemrst fiction' ,'
stresses thematteally and formally the constructed ‘_nature of character and plot and;'b' f
foregrounds the reader s mvolvement in, the productxon of meamng Coetzee h;?ST

testlfied to the lnfluence of post modermst wmers such as Beckett and ' Nabokov on

hls ovm wrltxng He has also acknowledged that he 1s respondmg to the theorres S\ o

Of Barthqs and R°bb° G"“"‘ (_&1& 24). Crltlcs may therefore feel Justlfled in.
locatmg Coetzee s flcuons tn the post modermst tradmon and in rnterrogaung the R
form of hxs texts for thelr slgnﬂ'rqmoe - | ‘;. S
Coetzee has commented bn the madequacy of naturahsm as a vehxcle for so(na_]'
| comment He calls it natve to assume " that- hterature whrch presents a shoe of L
lee can challenge the perceptlons of the reader By mphcanon there are wriung
strategies wluch serve ¥ _better vehrcles for somal comm ent COnsequently readers .

ot‘ Coetzee'

5 own texts ‘should look beyond the content and analyz,e thelr fm-ma] IR




b

! ' ' . ' , ' . Lt n . o
Vo ' . [ . ' . N . . . o \ o . '
' Rl . . . A o ooy
“ . . . . i . S . .

clarmsthatCoetzee e T g T t

want.s to create what Barthes would have called a wrtteable tex't‘

é‘e AP whrch makes the reader fo longer a consumer but a. producer ol‘ thet |
; ) 3 . fy , , '

o g -."text' .‘ The novel xs surely constructed “on, the prtncrple that it
'through language itself l. that We are colonized .as much as ' by’ an)r ‘

- overt act of phystcal conquest The deconstructton ol‘ reahsm then. ls

o o '

e DS e EL
o - .

decolomzatron and ‘as such urs very mucl;> a part ol‘ the polmcal meamng

NGO SRR

,.,- e P
\ . . . Lo . . . '
. 3 .

. . v
i »

lt lS not surpnsmg that Watson uses [hlS parttcular novel as a spnngboard for ‘his.

-t

observattons ‘ As I mdtcatetl earlier In the Heart of the Oountry appears to, be-

u

_rt“ ‘4
.

s glass e The revrewers reluctance to abandon mrmetrc theorres of ltterature to engage o

' %nth Coetzee s more problemattc texts amounts to a rel‘usal to play «the part ol‘ al‘

O%l

evrdently mtended the most basrc level of language as an at.t or"

»the novel whrch 1s the most dtfftcult to naturahze and whreh s least apprecratedj‘;"
. by revtewers Out of Coetzee s novels Magda s dtscontmuous narra,uve fragments‘
g consutute the greatest challenge o roahst readmg habtts l"or readers, accustomed to’

RIS novels whtoh act as wrndows on the world Magda S monologue appears as crazed‘,"' o

the producer ol‘ the text : Spe'alting_r of 'In_‘the 'Heart of the "‘country‘_“ Watson

f",.-',:f:v produeer of meamng. dr as Watson suggests a wrlltngness to be colomzed ,‘ o

Coetzee s writmg strategtes l“orce the xeader tooparttcipate to a greater extent than

R

does realtst frctron HlS revrewers s%em to ~want the lllusron that they are nor, RIS

; :_‘ bemg colomzed and they object to what they understand a bemg told by Coetzee
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The revtewers frequently rmsinterpret the metafxctronal drmensrons of Coetzee s

i

characterrzation Lrnda Hutcheon s drstinctlon between themauzed and actuahzed ‘

metafrction perhaps sheds some-‘ hght \':o Coetzee s practrce‘ and wtheir‘:"

producuon of meamng and the constmctmn of art a theme i - the novel The

[

Kunstlerroman 1s a typrcal example “"Actualtzed" ‘metaflcuon 'ilsr frctron whrch’ " :

S through 1ts very constructron drs’rupts and lays bare éhe processes by whrch meanmg:

\

rs produced Coetzee 5. texts employ both themauzed and actualrzed metafrctronal»':"b V. :

1

‘ H
productton in that the Magrstrate drscusses luL; desrre to Wrrte hrs account and the,. ‘

drffrcultxes he has m wrrtrng at all In the Heart ol‘ the Country actuahzes

i

productron by pr(:sentmgn a. senes of narratrve fragments whrch the reader has to_ 3 -
navrgate Foe s dr.\Cussron of the madequacy of SuSan Barton s story ln Foe BT
themauzed metaftcnon whereas the layenng of narrative vorces rn the novel as a\

whole is actualized metafrcuon Another way of descnbmg the d;fference WOuld begﬂ

to see the two as show{ng telhng

actualrzed metafrction shows -

,shown

and ’do not lrlr - what "'they are told."f'

wntmg They mrsunderstand the overtly metafrcuonal elements such as the rromc. o

lnsertrons and miss the metafrctional mtent of drsruptron "'f plot w'and

mlsunderstandmg of rt : "Themauzed ; metafrctron -a‘ that - whrchv ‘makes‘ ;'the

*'techmques to varymg degrees ' Waltmg for the Barbarrans thematrzes its i -

h emauzed metafrctJon tells whrleﬁ
'.The rewewers therefore ‘-cannot see what they are'.

I e allow» ‘that. Coetzee s




' ‘the drsruptron of plot the constructron of character and‘f the' ‘structuring - devices of

i

r,ﬂmtertextual reference and self -ref, rve metaphor‘ o

As we' have rseen m the critrcrsm of . ln the Heart of . the Coun(ry plot

t

Y

" dtsrupuon is one of the most rmmedrate causes for concem amongst revrewers

Where' the narrauv& has a begrnmng, a mrddle and an end cnucs seems qurte

ﬁr

happy Where there are multrple versrons and the plot remams undecrdable there ‘

s much confusron : Rather than assume that Coetzee has lost‘-control ol""’ ‘his - .

”‘materral when he ofl‘ers a pluralrty of p]ots it gseems vap‘propnate‘ to ‘consider it ‘as

an mtentronal part of hrs techmque. R N e

Speakrng of Dusklands Coetzee acknowledged that rt was a rnore: formally

"‘rnnovauve work than hrs later novel Wartim for the Barbanans ‘ Thls formal

“ rnnovatlon has been largely overlooked yet 1s surely pa\rt of the message ol‘ the
’ v f 1 '
‘ work The narrattve of Eugene Dawn 1s juxtaposed wrth that ol‘ Jacobus Coetzee ",-'f},},j..‘.

’l?hematrcally,. Eugene Ewn and Jacobus Coetzee are both dealrng wrth the questIon

of how to subjugate the nauves Both offer hrghly rnteuectual drssertauons on N ':, -

motrve and mtenuon yetx- both seem srngularly unawaré of therr own hrstorrcal

antecedents The" form m\whrch the text 1s orgamzed however worlts agalnst therr

(IR
. i
'

;Both Eugene Dawn and Jacobus Coetzee

v i ' K

assume they can and do know themselves understand thetr motrves and ‘act. e

autonomously., The orderrng fof the flcuon suggests the opposite ’ Dawn assumes \'“

. ‘.~\

he can

| th stand outsrde ourse r_hat he can percerve and B control
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Jacobus Coetzees own: narratrve 1s not told once, but three umes from three:'l. ;
,‘different perspectwes The three versrons offer drffermg legmmizauons of the same“ o

'.' ractst patnarchal behavxour whxch we see mtrrored in Dawn s narratwe '}he‘*
‘I‘Jacobus Coetwe story rs told frrst 'by Iacobus Coetzee hxmself in flI‘St person

L narratxve. then by Dr SJ { Coetzee (the translator\:‘s father) and lastly by Jacobus :-:

Coetzee tn tmrd person narratlve 1n hts offtcral 1760 deposmon Lo "_' oo I

i

In the’ Preface the translator ctatms that L o

. i . . ' c ! ‘
Lot the present pubhcauon is, an mtegral translauon of the Dutch of Jacobusi Lo
’ - Coetzee s narrattve and the Afrrltaans of my father s mtroductron whtch I_‘ ‘
g have taken the ltberty of pla,cmg after the text in’ the form ot‘ a“. S

EARE "Aftt:rword OtherWtse the sole changes 1 have made haVe been o e
o “ ) " / "
restore two or. three brret passages ‘,“omrtted from ‘my father's edition, -

o
A .

Tl'us( P reface apparently Supportcd ‘in jts. clatms to authcntrcrty by ,the' "South ’l ’
‘ ‘:‘:‘-'Afrrcan Natronal Archtves" 'and the "Van Plettenburg Socrety (55) sets the reade}) (
up for 2 huge Sh°°k 5311)' on in- JacObus Coetzee s narratlve m hrs own vorce ST

: '.ﬁl the reader becomes aware that the 1drom of Jacobus Coetzee s observations 1f not

‘vl',h-‘f'ieighteenth oentury\ frontrersman ‘The reader who has accepted the translator s clarms '_"v““‘s'f - 3

._of: authentrcrty rs the vrcnm of a lrterary hoax m the manner of Nabokov s Pale

/ ‘.

.appendrces as more 1han Nabokovian playfulnm and ._-:a spoof on the




noles and 50 on .~Read‘ in= .re\}erse order,’ ,‘ hlstory of legmmrzauon of‘

u " " - ¢ ot

unpenahsm and - racrsm s lard bare B -

Peter Knox Shaw ) amcle "Dusklands A Metaphysrcs of Vrolence drscusses the

* \
| \

real ‘hrStorlcal documems- and dlarres whrch provrded Coetzee wuh hrs flctronal N

framework ' "Of the four documems that compnse the second part of Dusklands.‘

S N ’»‘ i |

-only the last 1s authenuc lhe three page deposmorl made by Jacobus Coetzec al R

RN

- the Castle m 1760" (66) He goes on to tell us Lhat Lhere exrsts "an uneVemful —

‘ . o ol r
: ‘though farrly detarled ’drary . .‘ ,‘. kept Carel Fredenck Brmk ol" lacobus

o

Coetzee's’ second joumey whlch JM Coetzee has to ‘use hrs own. term, .

canmbalnzed ( @k 24) Knox Shaw lays passages of Dusklands alongsrde Brmk s

‘effacement of economrc mouve : :',f' T R

© 1eport lto -prove -hrs case ‘ He pomts out an mterestmg mampulauon “of source - 

:,'rn‘arerial‘ ‘by J M Coetzee--one whxch wrll be- ’Qf relevance agarn later~-1he

| Tlre" copper mme wmch Jacobus Coetzee \had noted m lns deposmon .
appears m Dusklands merely' ds a date carved on rocks Not_tung

3 'made of~ the gold dust whrch Jacobus Coetzee gathered on the banks of

' ‘the Grear Rrver and later drsplayed at the Cast]e (mdeed the omrsslon 1s' :

- -noted) (68) L ' ".‘ ':‘ . » _:‘ KR ‘: i s

i

‘}'Knox Shaw states that "in place rof the mercenary concems thar, predommate

o most early colomal travelogues John Coetzee foreground‘ '
6 "'0 l‘ :'.J ’

'hrs encoumer Wﬁ/h,-,',,'flﬂi”

;"',pnmmves (68) HIS artlcle goes on to examme the metaphysrcs of ,'vrolence \'a" ) o

,';_'.‘:’,-observauon that Jacobus Coetzee s narrauve




,"assumptmn that the - land 1s npe for exploranon and explortatron " Jacobus. ..

" of excellem quality because of the Iush grasslands and the various flowmg Streams

' the : natives. o n, the 'depos'itioﬁ"f 'whr‘ch comes fir

'l31‘f

N . . . . .
N \ - e . 1

Lo , h R [

v

i
.

‘ Coetzee has been sancuoned by the Govemor to go and shoot elephams 'The"

‘resources of the country mto which he travelled are hrghhghted m the deposruon ‘.

\

\

"The Great Namaquas . ; . are . provrded in abundanee wrth cattle and sheep

4 Lo

a

(124) The deposmon also notes "besrdes dlvers as yet unknown copper mountams

| '
i

:"r[he] encOuntered .'j’ a mountam covered all over in a ghttermg yellow ore”

l v 1

(‘125) e Part Of\ the deposmon s effectiveness depends on the contextual ,lgnowledgefﬂ '

of South Afrrca today that rs avarlable w the reader Coetzee 's. South Afncan

l,audtence would be aware that the land ot’ the Great Narnaquas rs now almosr,

‘exclusm the hands of White farrners They Would also be aware that the_ Sl

|. o ’l

ghttering yellow \ore and the rrch mmetal resources ot‘ South Afnca and Namrbra

ot

L have been and strll are the cauSe of frerce aggressron and ‘war. " Ihe goldrush B

i

‘ prompted Brrtam s’ annexatson of the former Boer temtones the Boer .War rnvolved

the deaths of thousands : 'Ihe marn reason for South Afnca § connnued oocupatron

,"T-‘of Namrbra is- its mineral wealth 'Ihe eolours of the Afnean Nananal Congress‘-
"“’;«are emblematrc; of the dormnant role of mmeral wealth «m Squth Afnean hrstory

black for the peOple green for the land and yellow for the gold " '

The natives in the 1760 deposmon ar descnbed in’

l B \

-‘ as the queer 'new, creature presumably a gxraffe that Jacohus Coetzee notmd on{

in te‘rms of” chronology.,,j' ‘the: - -

exactly the same ﬂat tonef SRR
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because I say you must- In case of further recalcrtrance Jacobus Coetzee makes‘

demonstratron of hts weapons (124) Ihe Govemor s word wrll be executed by

v
A . N . TR oo

force 1l” necessary ol o R

o o
Lo

,",l The Afterword by Dr Coetzee justrfres the same annexauon -of the, land
",and exploitatron ol“ the people r Where the deposmon rs somewhat bald in itsﬁ

‘assertrons the Af terword rs more sophlsucated in lts reasomng Dr S,

' lS lceen to recttfy \certarn of the antt heroic dtst(n?ttons that have been cree‘mg
: »mto our concepﬁon of the great age of explorauon (108) The ‘attrtude\‘ that the
' land\, 15 there for the takmg and the natlves deserve what they"get' t‘is, excused

!

M

. through Dr ‘S‘.J. Coetzee s reworkmg of Chrrsttan mythology

The tnbes of the mterror sold thetr herds for trash ? Thi‘s is" the truth.

S .

It was a necessary loss of mnoeencet The herder Who wgktng from a
runken stupor to the warlrng of hungry chtldren beheld hts pastures
“’."’ﬂ’for‘ever vacant mhad learned the lesson of the Fall one cannot ltve

’ ’forever tn Eden The Company s men’ wete only playmg the role of the

’

angel wrth the flammg sword in thts drama of God s creauon The

herder had evolved one sad step further towards crtrzenshlp of the world
Tao

Thrs legmmatton is a more modem versron of the one ‘which has buttressed Whtte

s supremacy in° Southern Afnca for centurtes 'I'he claim that black men are the @

“ate

.N"hewers of wood and drawers -of water aecordtng to God s holy law is a famrhar
S ’l‘ o
v one tn South Afrrm Coetzee s not alone m exammmg thts kind ol‘

self Justtftcauon Andre ‘Brmk s n0ve1 A Cham of Votces for example analyses

e L.f‘me ‘use of the Btble i etghteenth entury tdeology However Coerzee s ______Dusklands

o ";"'Afterword no‘f';: only exemphfres the domtnant cultural assumptmns of Whttes about

4 ‘ts a more thoroughgom’g tnvestrgation of the genealogy of Iegrumatton. ‘ The

- ';Blacks‘ "‘\but'- also those '~of the Afrrkaners about the Englrsh It is not surpnsing




33

N
-

A7\ n
! ‘ :
accession :to power of the National Party (1948) lméerword uses as its

\’\

legitimation the peculiarly Afrikaner - notion of the Whrtes‘ being God's chosen

' . . . L .
people.  Hence “we witness the rewriting of history accordmg to .dominant ideology. ‘

A}

The observation  that "the consciousness of Jacobus Coetzee evident in his first
person narrame is, too modern to be that of an erghteenth century frontlersman
somethmg of a commonplace in the criticism  of Dusklands, -A more fruitful way
of undersumdlng this loct would be to see it as the last example in a’continuum
of legitimations, i‘The worldview of the Company's men is shown to be éoing

~ through a series of transformations The: Aftcrword - reproduces the same worldview -

!/

usmg the Word ol‘ God in place of the Word‘ of ‘the Governor.. In Jacobus '

Coet?ee‘s ~own ' narrative,  different means are used o achieve the‘ same ends-

N

» Jr\cobus Coetzoc is, modern in that he is an ahEnatecl consciousness in a godless
sqllpstsuc universe: '7"
The gun stands for the hope that there exists that -whlch is other than = -

* oneself K Thc gun is our last defence against rsolatron wrthm the travellrng
. t?.( ; sp‘here. - The gun saves us from the ,fca: that a’ life - 1s ~within us.
It does 50 by laymg at our feet -all the evrdence of ia dymg andk» r
therefore a hvrng world - (79) — o | o
) Jacobus Coetzee's narratrve uses modem - cqurg;lents to -jnstify the same aétioné.l
His hxghly rndrvrduahzed, N angst -ridden quest can be understood in 4term‘s “of
twcntiethécentury models —of-- 1nterprctatxon. His actions can be seen as the Sclf :
asserting its existence through : the destruction of . the Other.- Hcre "Jacobus Coetzee ’
ts completely in llne with post- modermst theones of - mterpretatlon C ‘ :
. " The three telhngs of the same events from such dtfferent angles are ‘surely .a’ -
largc part of the content of . Dusklands. - The ways m whxch socrety legmmates
| the use of powcr are seen in three different lnston(:al contexts. By markmg the

shrfts in drscursiVe pracuce. M. Coctzee pomts out the frcuonality of hrstory and

“the relatmty of truth. The constructron of reahty is shown to be always prone to

- . v ¢
Ty
i
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the interference of 'dominant modes of interpretation and 'dominant. discursive
‘ B 4 | .
practices.
All of Coetzee's novels stress’ the constructedness of their - fictions.  Waiting

for the Barbarians and {n. the Heart' of the Country do so. through  explicit

reference to writing: Maéda is supposedly yvriring her dia'ry;‘ ‘rhe Magislralc: the

annals’ of the town, Dusklands indicates this' through' the - juxlaposilion of

‘contradictory yet .related narratives, that is, in 'ité p]ol Foe snmﬂarly s(rcsscs the
construction of rcalily lhrou:‘gh‘ language in‘ 'ilsy plot by using a laycrmg" of |
* narratives, Michael K's story is presemcd from two pomls of vievy the impersonal
. narralor s, and the prison officer’ s the Mer*s reworkmg and xrlterpretlng the cvcmsi
“of the former By foregroundmg rhe ‘construction” of ﬁcuon Coetzce ‘deconslrucrs
realrsm : ( |

A . I .
: [
! ] . ’ \

Foe' is not about Daniel Defoe but about fiction. In it, Susan Barton - has 'a

story to tell. which she wants ~Mr. Foe to write. Like In_the ' Hearl - of the

Country and Life_and Times of Michael K, ,m‘e novel is about, the difficulty - of
gening one's »story\ told Foe analyses tﬁe difficuities Suéan ‘Barlon ,hao in‘ .doiné
SO not only themaucally bul also formally. © The novel prcseots the reader with a -
Jumble of mformauon -whxch does -not ;procecd ‘ochronologxcally. " The reader is
engaged, just as Cruso and Foe aro in pieéiog .together the parts of Susan
Bérton's orory li’t 'is' in the lellmg and retellmg of hcr story. thal Coetzec
comments on the strategies by Whlch people and here specxfxcally women roanage'
to attract attenuon and qualrfy for havmg theu' stones hstened to; . -

The novel opens in medlas res with Susan Barton tellmg Foc aboul how she -
oyyam to Cruso's. Island,, How - she came to be cast away, how she arnved n_‘-
Iy England and came \Q be wrmng her story 1s recounted latcr 'Shc moe;s wnh |
Friday a.nd Cruso and ftells the story of swnmmmg ashore agam. X .The rctollirrg can j: -
be seen as the redunéant repeunon of an mcompetent narrator Howéver' 1f one
compam the two passagw m detaxl some mtercsung observauons about the ~way -

7 ) ) ..‘a'

/ . . . o~
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women get their expcriences listened to become apparent. In the version she relates

to Cruso Susan Barton says

Then at last 1 could row no further My hands were raw, ‘my back
was burned my body ached Wrth a sigh, makmg barely . a splash 1
slipped overboard_'-and began  to -swim towards your - island.  The waves‘
" took me and bore me onto the beach. .The rest you know. eV |

The account is obviously directed at Cruso. " It is only in retrospect that she could

call the island his .for; diplomatic ‘reasons. Compare the opening paragraph of ‘the

“ novel dlrected ostensibly at Foe but also at us. It is, after all, the “openi‘ng

paragraph whtch must succwd in attractmg our attention:
) ‘At last 1 could row no further My hands were bhstered my ‘back
bumed my body ached. With a srgh makmg barely a splash 1 shppedl -
o | (\3ver-board. Wllh slow strokes my long harr ﬂoatmg about me, hkc a
‘l]ower of th‘ev‘ sea." like an anemone, like a jellyfish of the kmd you see
in the : waters of Brazil 1 swam towards the’ strange island. for a while
‘swrmmmg as I had rowed, agalnst the - current, ' then aLl at once: free of‘
‘ ‘ns grip, carned by ‘waves mto the bay and onto the beach o
| “There I lay sprawled on the hot sand, my head f 1lled wrth the .

\

orange blaze of the sun, my petucoat (wluch was all I had escaped wrth)

'- baklng dry upon me, ttred grateful like all the saved (5)

~

From a conventional llterary perspectrve thrs |s the better passage packed as it 1s'

L

with exouc imagery and sexual metaphor - Here we have tantahzmgly alluded to

. the escape from terror here the grateful relief . 'I'he passage provokes the‘ v
."quesuons What has happened" What happens next" A possrble readmg xs that' o
- “through her experrenoes both pnor to and dunng her stay on the 1sland Susan
_“__Bifmrhas “Ieamt how to present herself As a woman she knows how o, make""
) herself attracuve physrcally--the floatmg hatr the petttcoat drytng “on her ’I‘he -

reader becomes somethmg of a voyeur as she sprawls on the sand The passage "

e N f.
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i reads ‘as an extended sexual metaphor wlth’ Susan struggling against. powers greater
. than herself her eventual yreldrng and gratitude bemg a reworking of the "women

like rape” myth It is as if she has leamt through her attempt to communicate
TP .

wrth Foe how 10 make herself allurmg, how, to graul‘y desrre/ Alw/eu\gh on one‘

‘evel the novel plots the course of Susan vBarton s accessron \t‘o language- ~lhc‘
quotanon marks around the | reported speech dwmdle | fr }m double ro smgle ‘ro_ .
l none—-on another she realrzes the pnce she has 0 pay in order o do $0. l,ate‘r
- she says to Foe | ‘ |
_ I thougm I' would tell you the story of “the rsland and belng done -with
that, “return to ‘my former lrfe v Bul' now all my lifee grows to. be a .
story and ‘there is. nothmg of my .own Ieft to me '. ndw 1 am‘lll”ullvl..i
of doubt Nothmg is left 10 me but doubl l am doubl itself ‘Who l
| is speakmg me".l(133) | L ' Rt
~lNho or what is speakmg her is a difficult ‘quesuon | Qurle literally the person ‘
speaking her rs J M Coetzee Withm the frctronal world of Foe lhe. forees
whrch are constrrctmg her and r.akmg over her story are patrrarchy and the lnerary,

rnsmutron These rnsmuuons deny her the freedom 10, express " herself as shel

wants Vrrgrnia Woolf s A Room of One s Own drscuSses the cfl'ect of - a poor s

envrronment on the qualny of women 's wriung Susan pomts thrs oul herself l.»r "
Wrote\ . my memorr by candlelrght m a wrndowless room wrth the . paper on my
knee. s that the ‘Teason- L : why my story was 50 dull--that my vision' was -
blocked that I could not “sée” (127) ) .Mr,' Foe as owner ol' the house and ‘
lrterary }’rgure is not so blocked He can act as her ermc because He “is an' agem '

of the msutuuons wluch mhrbrt her He tells her she cannot tell her story m the

) » way she wants Her proposed story does not satrsfy. it. nwds fleslung out. He
A. rehearses hc}w thrs 1s to . bo done e e e B ST | L

) . ) We\ have therefore fxve parts in all: the loss “of the daughter. the qucst

S for \the daughter Brale abandonment of the quest and the- adventure,_.

s
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T
‘ of the ' lslandl- : assumption of the k;uest by «the 'daughter" ‘and, reunion of )
vthe daughter uhth her mother e 1s thus that e, make up a book

L l'oss. then quest then recovery, begmmng then mrddle then end (117)

'The Chrnese box st0ry wrthm -a- stdrjy that Foe outltnes serves two' purposes “We

‘r are forced by hts observatrons to notrce whal ts mtssmg in - Foe whrch 1s precrsely’ '

the msertion he suggests the daughter and the account . of Susan's time in Bahra

o We are also forced to notice that we supply these elements by ‘reconstructmg her

‘:story chronologrcally. We also have the completed frctron of Crusoe s 1sland m
-l(obg'nson ’:Crusoe for comparrson Talkrng to Foe Susan Barton says "Once you
proposed to supply a mtddle by mventmg canmbals and pirates. These | would‘

not accept because they ‘were not the truth” (121) We know only too well whrch ‘

o novel 1s alluded to here ' Defoe s text ts ot Susan Barton's truth and the fact"

women's expenence gets rgnored and demed to ‘make - way for macho swashbucklmg'.‘, CEx

becomes apparent | The dlsrupuon or mampulatron of plot in Coetz,ee s fiction lS
part of the deconstructlon of reahsm and- t.he decoloruzauon of language The"
narratrve layenng of Foe reveals the ways rn wluch events are selected, mterpreted

and recorded ’I'he lack of a tradmonal begmntng, nuddle and end structure

o 1mpltcates ‘the reader by hrs/her desrre for one The muluple versions in Foe, In -':;' L

Vo Dusklands and ere and

_ processes of produclng\.meamng They allow no fmal versron no master narrauve
Thus they “are open -ended - and absent oentred grey refuse the tyranny of
Chfo“°l°8l' and Arrstotehan poeucs In so doing. . they attempt to avord the
"“.‘/-eertarnty of the varrous thematrc read.mgs we have seen in, Chapter 1 Coetzee s o
i;“mantpulatton ol’ plot should teach us not to look for truth o N o

Another factor whreh should alert the reader to the 1mpossrbrhty of determmmg -

imes of Mrchael K ‘stress ‘the.

the truth" in Coetz.ees novels 1s that the majonty are wntten as monologues._,_

Where the story is - dependent on the perspeeuye of . one person aJOne, Wh




-, told. - Critics are - suspicious of ‘Mag'da‘sﬁ first person narrative and yet are ot

susprcrous of the Magtstrate S. Readers acquatnted wrth Coetzee s earlter fi tcuon‘
should beware of acceptmg the Magtstrate s story as " 1t pomts out the dangers of

talcmg accounts at face value. For example Jacobus Coetzee recounts the death of
. U
o his farthful servant twice, gwtng “two drfferent reasons for hlS death ‘The vsecond

i

‘..,account comes tmmedtatx after the ftrst Knox Shaw remarks "the disjuncti'\te is.
; 1ntended to. alert us to the ease wtth whrch a. sole wrtness maLfaIStfy facts
»pre;udrcral to hts self - Jusufrcatton (70). The. abrhty of ‘the sole witness 10 falslfy
|  facts is ‘one whlchj‘_allv of Coetzee’s- fictrons explore and the use - of . monologue
makesw it impossihle ‘for us e\'(er ‘to know the' facts The contradtcttons that etust ‘
"in the self presentauons of the Magrstrate Jacobus CoetZee ‘and Eugene Dawn
g ) - appear .as sltght htccups 'in the narratrves : thh Magda 'S monologue'v tlge
,‘ contradrctrons between tpe narrauve fragments are 1mposs1ble to overlook ‘l't dbes' ‘
not stretch the hmtts of- credrbrllty 10 accept the double versron of Klawer S death ‘.

\

\. - as an example of faulty memory,, r 10 acoept the mconststencres “in Eugene

" Dawn 5 narratrve as a lack of self scruttny, ' We ean\\,‘ assume that the facts are

there but the central characters have obscured them The questfonabtltty of facts

tn ln the Heart of the Country is. so foregrounded that tt lS rmpossrble for the

L rreader 0 tron out the contradtctrons In the Heart of the Country does not allow ~

Y .' N T " ?

‘us the same extts and the expenence of readlng the novel s a much more

omprehenstve challenge to our capaclty to naturaltae.v.,

Magda s monologue presents the reader wrth many events whrch are repeated
: and/or eontradtcted She ktlls her father thh an- axe and later wnth a gun. and

.',,;':if"'j;later she 1s nurSmg hrm__ as a genatnc She descrtbes bemg ‘raped by Hendrlk the




) | \

the - text is a’ constru' "of the‘ reviéwers' making 'l'he ontologtcal status of the e

' ‘text is . such that. there is ‘no certainty about the locus of the real "I"“ 'Whr‘ch;j':,"?.

negates all the other l"l's" by relegattng them to the status of fantasy ’l'h‘e'- "l"

K ,m one of the dtsconttnuous narratrves is as authontauve as the f"l"', in, another

\
vt" L

i: - The' l that krlls the father wrth an axe has the same textual status as the f'.l“‘
that tends the incontinent father ‘ Thus Coetzee challenges assumpuons about the o

.jworld and the word and pomts out that the self is constructed .in language and 7

)
“ n

‘ not pnbr o it Any naturaltzanon of the text whtch pnvrleges one “of the "Bs “’."ﬁ?‘ﬂ*

over - another is of, necessrty ‘an_ extra textual predrlecuon of the reader based on the

‘reader 5. attttude toward morahty. femrmne psychology and so forth

’I'he ftctronality of the - "I's" is marked repeatedly to the pomt where one

wonders at the ease wrth whtch some cntrcs haue been able to state that one'

o

o sequence of events is real and another fantasy S create myself in- words says

v ‘.'tv

- Magda (8) "I make it up tn order that it shall make me up (73)

Because Magda does not supply a frame story. she does not "frarne herself o

.'as mad It is only possrble to count her (dtscount her) as mad 1f one accepts'_l

~

one narratlve as true add all the °‘h°f§‘ aS false (because one cannot ktll one g

‘_ffather twrce) On . a textual level her ntadness lS undectdable because of the laclt v

."Of 2 frame and also because she does “°t speak hke a deransed person . Speakmg o e
of madness m the Mlddle Aees Foueault Iemarks "At all events whether excluded R

‘_-f."jor secretly mvested wrth reason the madma"_" 5. speech dld not stnctly exrst lt .




‘ drseontmuous narratwes suggests m 1ts own way a person who 1s fuhcttomng outsrde

-

the societal norms of at least South Afnca in. t'het, days of horses and carts °But .I'{ ,
the nouon of frammg mnght help us here ln lnqumng as to the reasons why .
Magda mlght behave m the ways she does ) A possrble readmg is. that she i - “ j-’:
\ framed or circumscrlbed by a. llterary and psychoanalytxc dlscourse whrch 1s 1ll sutted / ‘

o her specrfrc spauo temporal expenence It s’ too srmple to say elther she i'

,,' R v

o . mad or she 1s not mad wnthout \scrutmtzmg the evndence that rs gtven both

) . ,‘ Y )
' exphcttly and unphcrtly m the text Her madness mrght well "be mscnbed

)

B ,Cnucs have 1gnored the hxghly self consc:ous self reflexn/e and alluswe naturej .

of Magda s narratrve Thts 1s strange because she provtdes us mth clues .as to’ vt'he
. l

', . origms of her narratlve The cnncs seem to have no drfftculty categonzmg Magda "\,1.'

' ?_ as a- farmer s daughter spmster whxte South African yet seldom does anyone rmse

thls questton~ m what Ways is her narratrve uneharacterrstm of or mformed by her.
expenence as the above? I‘have mdlcated the naturalness ' that crmcs lmply fin‘__"\ e

o, v‘, v

L eqnatmg Spmster w1th madwoman Magda herself predlcted >thrs on page 8 | "ln, 'the”_‘ S

cloxster of my room I am the mad hag I am desttned to be and earliert

W

But what other tale rs there, for me" Mamage to the nerghbour s second]-,u‘j_‘ o

o son" - I arn not a happy peasant I am a mrserable black vrrgm and

'l'v‘ -

) . my story 1s my story even il" 1t 1s a dull black blurd stupld misera.ble,jf

“‘ rstory, ignorant of 1ts meamng and of all rts“ many possible untappedv"“:'}

I' ‘l‘

I

happy vanan I am I Character is fatc



envy of the veld ﬂowers pure ecstasy of berng “ " ,' el ey o L L

Bemg other than herself she constantly casts and recasts herself accordtng to

lerctlonal models and the ftcttonal models she has are always the products of 'g L

“ phallogocentrte culture (patrrarchal prrnt orrented culture) More than ’that they;v
are» the products of the Ftrst World One can almost reconstruct her bookcase_; fa

from her mdlcatraons of her narratlve tnherrtance She casts herself as fm de srecle L E

"‘decadent gotluc vrllam madwoman m the atttc ‘and mcestuous arrstocrat all in the’
'frrst twenty pages ’" ‘My learnmg has the reek of prrnt - (47) she tells us L R

: marking tlreS mtersecuon between her readmg and her wrmng (wntmg here
.\funderstood as the text of herself whrch she grves us) Thrs mtersectronv "

,.

mdrcated on. the frrst page ‘"l was m my room, tn the emerald semr dark of the

" : shuttered late aftemoon eadrng a boo or more lrkely. supme wrth a. damp towel '
",;_'over my \eyes f ghtmg a mrgam (emphasrs rmne) 1l’he readrng of books enables‘ L
an rsolated farm woman to percerve hght \as emerald" R and headaches ‘_as ,

imlgrames Her - experienee wrth ltS mrgrames and srestas ’vlts', ennur and R

o

‘:\;speculatrve languors (19) ls constltu“ted by texts whjch allow vu'tually no room for ;{ f e
A‘»her. . Whether she draws on Greek tragedy.' "those are the antagomsts (1)

.':jj_i{:have lrved all my ltfe rn a tli’e;tre of stone (3) .or the gothrc novel, . "l was m
“*""[:my room m the dark west wmg eattng my heart out and brdtng my Me : ‘

[ ‘\“

neglected \vengeful" "‘ *(2) or Poe 5. The Fall of the House or Usher "I am ']'.‘si

By

or somewhere a castle
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The text does seem to mvrte thrs Oedrpal mterpretauon we have retired to sleep‘ :

'"; to dream allegorres of baulked desrre such as we. are. blessedly unfltted to mterpret

(3) and "Wooed when we were httle by our masterful fathers we are brtter ‘

vestals sporled for ltfe (3) There are numerous other examples ‘ However it

. 3
v

: ‘ seems to me that the ‘text antrcrpates thts mterpretatton and attempts to deconstruct~ ‘

Freudtan analysrs at the same tlme as 1t mvrtes 1t Events 1mmedrately before and

'
'

mcludmg the shootmg of the father support thrs statemem e f' o

Y

v .
i

As wrrtten in. the scrrpt Magda vrsrts the prtmal scene where the f ather ts

havmg mtercourse wrth the servant gtrl Anna She ls rebuffed . The lncrdent is

repeated She is erther re]ected forcefully or treated as’ lf she lS srck She‘ o

. retums tlus ttme wrth a bell whrch she shakes outside therr bedroom i He comes

: “ out. and beats her and dtsappears agatn lockmg the door She gets the gun and

l shoots htm in. hrs bed Not once does she supply a clear motrve for gotng to hlS

room or- ktllmg htm The Freudtan analysrs of the Oedrpus complex only partlally

applres Magda rs supposed to ll‘llﬂl the (drsplaoed) scene of her parents

love makmg Magda is supposed to desrre her father as representattve of the law :

u

'y

supposed to fantasrse the ktllmg of the father only male .chtldren can hope to "

Vo
"". . . ' ' ‘.!H

accede to that posmon ol‘ power
Rather than mterpret Magda s krllrng of the father as ongmatmg m her

mabtlrty to take the plaee of Anna m her father s bed I would suggest that

Magda s acttons "'can:‘ be read as an attempt to overthrow ” the rule of th';-“patnarch'

;and non ‘ logocentrtc

and custodran of reason and language but rt 1s only mcl le chrldren Whlch are

,l,".-, l s PR B



other words Magda does nor nwd the lrteral phallus for her sexual gmuf,cauon e
‘ AR ' ,
Nor does she nwd the Lamman phallus the srgmfrer whtch wrll grve her access to " P
language m order to express herself Coetzee thas great fun wrth the phau;c 1 .

AN R

symbohsm here, not only does Magda shoot her father wrth ms own gun but the RIS

’ I‘ |
,‘gun 1s kept ln the umbrella stand The farlure of her attempt to overthrow the P o
rule of the patr!arch is srgnalled by the fact that she has to borrow her fathers ‘ .
. - ! . . t e | . N ."17‘
phallrc symbols }n) order to commumcate beyond herself R S B

The apparent unsupplantablhty of male drscourse is somethmg of whrch‘ Magda

ts aware i "Am l one ol‘ those people so xnsubstanual that they cannot reach out ’—.=«‘ ‘

" , ‘ "‘

°f Lhemselves SaVG Wlth bullets"" (59) Magda senses. her defeal | " E S
.,:" Whose creature m a tale of unconsc:ous motrves would I be') y ‘My”" ‘

"'frwdom rs at risk l am berng worked mto a’ comner *by foroes beyond R ,

’ b vt

“my control It makes no dtfferenoe that the comer presents 1tself -

L Lo S -

to me at thrs moment as a long walk on t§6“’bpen road - at the end of

, it I shall drscover that the earth s round co;ners have many shapes

\ .
T o i e o [ : o i
Vo o Coo P , ' | '

' [ R L o= 4 :

p

Magdas "frwdom 1s always at nsk,r s 1t is. always crrcumscnbed by 'f- = ij"j
drscursrve practrces ‘A'The only frwdom possrble 38 the freedom of the person rwho g

S o

ul'

separate her"' from Hendrrk ' and Anna. Textually ';Magda;eannot achreve "frwdom




l/frontre/rsman of the Elghteenth Century llke .lacobus Coetzee should be
dehvermg such essenually modem medttauons on explorxmon the myth of
_the ‘gun .et cetera and’ perhaps more so that a colonlal spmster ltke
- Magda should spealr in' a form and tone that ls s0. obvrously a product

Y of modem urban conscrousness How would you reply to such a,

[
-

crtttcrsm" , ( p_e_g 24)

“ ! " ‘ B | . -

Coetzee retorted "l would reply to ‘a cnuexsm ltke that by saymg that (a) Jacobus

o
.

Coetzee is’ not an Etghteenth Oenttrry fronttersman and (b) Magda ts not a colomal

. \l .
[ . \

spmster Watson nothmg daunted pursued w:r,h "What are they then"" “and; “.‘,’-

Coetzee wrt.h obvrous 1mpattence | answered l flgures m books 'l'he“l"

charactenaatmn clashed Watson obvrously wanted to ,read character m the old

way, accordmg to the tenets of reahst flctlon ln the ldnom of post modermst .

I

l

' reﬂect/represent flgures m the real world ‘ Hence he fmds it mconsis(en( thal a,. v

N e A,

frcttonal character whose consc:ousness seems to belong m thls age should be located .

3

K m the hxstortcal context of anot.her age He does not allow for it: bemg an :v “

R

mtenttonal juxtaposmon Magda and Jacobus Coetzee are merely aruculaung thetr SN

.“
1

expenences and desrres in the 1dlom of the twentieth-century Coetzee is l 'a’ f

\

dtscusston oﬁ character was dropped at thts pomt where the two opposmg vrews of ‘

crmctsm he subscnbes to the myth of presence l-,le assumes that characters ;



. m her report " of therr conversauons are m reported spwch Yet -at the e

same, tune she tells us that shc 1s wamng for Foe to hberate her by wntmg her
f‘story-- Here 1 wart for you to appear for the book to be ' written that wrll set
‘me free of Cruso and Fnday (66) or again earlrer "Can you not press on wtth
your writing Mr. Foe so that Fnday can be speedtly retumed to Afnca and l

"v'“hberated'from the drab cxrstenoe that 1 lead"" . (63)

. . N
\ . P, o

o of the tsland followed by ‘a’ collecuon of letters Aelthough she wrshes Foe to tell

\Y Voo

her story she also does not wrsh 1t for she knows that he wrll revamp 1t for

i

b pubhc consumpuon and mclude cannibals and prrates and God knows what to

‘entertam the readers She insxsts to Foe that she tells her story her way I

A

‘ ,choose rather to tell of the rsl d of myselt‘ and Cruso and Fnday and what we

lj; '

N

'-thrce dxd there for 1 am, a free woman who asserts her freedom by tellmg he,

story aocordmg to her own desrre (131) If the memotrs are her own story,

'_.Vthen m her sense‘ she rs free If the real world reference of Roblnson Crusoe 1s ‘

[
,“

,the story she wants told she 1s anmhtlated The frcnonal Foe acts \as/ a God

‘

g ftgure in a god gal'ne As P N Furhank pornts out in hxs revrew "Mrstress Muse

LY AANEN N

and begetter “‘I-‘oe amuses hxmsell‘ and ahuses hxs posmon by playlng c' jurmg

>

'“trrcks on Susan sendmg her characters out of Roxana a lost daughter ‘al

‘;‘-Enurse Amy.‘to persecute her" ‘(995) If Foe mn do thls in Susans world- Susan

Thls hlstory never gets wntten and what we have we assume is her memorr o




The tnstabrlrty of - character rs *mote marked m Foe than it °is in ; Coetzee‘s |

other novels ."Magda t allows us | to assume that contradnctory as her dtscrete
,V narratlves are they all ongtnate from the same character ‘ Magda tells us | her own ;

(multtple) story : The storres mrght conﬂtct yet her role as l‘ocallr.er“ .remams “

constant ‘Susan Barton starts off bemg the focahzer in Foe.l In the fourth :
secuon her vplce dlsappears enttrely She ts last seen qmetly composed o, o in e
her shtl"t mteresttngly m the same‘ state ‘of undress as she was when the novel‘
» opened Only her wntmg remams | Dear Mr Foe At last 1 could TOW nNo
- further v" Her words (and hence her‘ story) ‘are‘ taken over by the unnamed

: narrator of the last sectron who sltps overboard htmself m smrch of Fnday s story

Jane Gardarn s revaew clarms that In the last pages of Foe Coetzee hlmsell‘ goes
| searchmg for the body of Fnday (49) lt is temptmg to tmagme that the final

secuon ls a flight of fancy engendered m the author by ‘his visrt to.- Damel

Defoe s house A pladue is- bolted on the wall vDamel Defoe Author are ‘the :

"n l

‘ words whrte on blue and then mbre wrmng too small to read The mclusron

"

of thts detarl encourages us "to 1magme a vlsrtor (Coetzee m hts research say)

‘ noucrng the plaques whxch the Natxonal Trust in twentreth century Bntaln has bolted S

onto famous houses H0wever the whole of the - preceding narratwe should make -

L e . Lo

"us' wary of dotng so e The connecttnn between Foe ‘and Defoe 1s as tenuous as’

v l

that between Coetzee.aud the narrator of the fanal sectton.“l‘”‘l['

v",

"

It should 'be- fapparent fro,m the Watson mtervrew that Coetzee does not

. subscrrbe to a mxmetrc theory of hterature thh characters such as Magda Susan




‘ | B g,

\

~ s/he knows somctl\lng adout the characters that they do not know about themselves

(1

&

This kind of reading ex’penence is like witnessmg dramatlc 1rony,. The real ,st.ate of
alTairs is knon‘/nr to the readers" but not the participating characters. 'With

charactenzauon such as in Foe or In e ‘Heart_of _the Coumry. Coetzee explodes

this assumptlon There,,ls no “real s&te of  affairs", save ' the one we provide,
B Sl o . lﬂ
Justﬁ‘; we choose to validate or to 1nvalidate Magda aceordmg}\,}o an extra textual

set of predllecuons, so .we choose (0 supply the’ .extra—textual set of analogres by

47

‘which .we connect. "text” with the T"real ' world A And thls actrbs should tell us‘

\

somcthmg about the way we choose to see the ‘world.

An _extreme version of thrs posrtmn on . the textual nature of fictional character,,"

is quoted in Rtmmon Kenan's Narrative Fiction: "Emma Woodhouse is nol,

i' . .
woman nor need be described as jf it were” (33). In . semiotic Lg‘:riticism_
. ) B . S
"characters at most are pattérns of recurrence, motifs which are continually

recontextualized .in other metifs" (32). Although this approach to -character might

' L3 . . . : o
appea‘r rather dry "and hm‘nted- the latter observation - does *nonetheless “secm 1(+3
\

descrtbe _quite accurately the acts we are mvrted to perform in malung atéharacter

like Magda mtellrgrble As we have seen, her observatlons separate into clusters,

some of which invite Frludnan mterpretation some. Lacaman some Mamst \and SO

on. Some of the motlfs ‘locite her in the late mneteenth century “some Jin -the

twentneth century. We are used o the vanous clusters not betng mutually exclus:ve

-~ T e

but workmg ‘in’ umson However we cannot rid Magda s monologue of all 1ts

"l'..‘.
PLISEEN

contradrctmns wnthout wlutmg out some of the words on the page

that his reader have a. lxterary background (Perhaps he relxes so heavrly on

(

intertextua.hty in these. his - most formally mnovauve texts, because in; so domg he

can make hts readers assume that he ‘writes wrthm the tradmon In other words~ -

NS

he makes maximum room to get hnnself heard by settmg \up an elite.)"‘ Critxcs:

‘and reviewers have noted Coetzee s mampulatmn of rntertexmal re{erenoe Jane o E

B
.o
x Lo .

It ts thh ln the Heart ol‘ the Countly and Foe that Coetzee most demands,

’
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Gardam calls Foe "a ‘Nliterar\y hide-and-seek" (49). Furbank comments on Foe's
.l . ‘. .‘ ot . \ L] : .
"Pirandellian paradoxes - about created fictions and their right. to a life of ‘their

(995). :‘He also "calls the part where “the “writerly Foe" tells Susan “that she
is ‘wrong'to think of written language 'as 'a mere symbol for speech "a ni‘ce

Derridan touch™ (995).

-

e “would perhaps be. useful to give. Barthes definition of |mcrtextuahty at this °

oY

point ta indxcate the spread of material mcluded by this term. In "The Theor) of
the Text” he states that: .

‘lntertextuality. rhe condition of any text whatsoever, ‘éannot." of eo‘nrsc, bc'.‘ |
rednced” o a problem of sources or influences; the’ intertext is | a gcneral
field of anonymous formulae whose ongm can scarcely, ever be localed or

\

‘unconscious or automatic quotations, given withoul quotation marks. (39)
Hence mlerlextualny covers not only the. explicit referenccs to other “literary  works

P 4 il

(ille' 'menuon of Defoe - in E(E. Herzog in The Vlelnam Prmcct) but " also the

i

\

‘ ‘unacknowledged borrowmgs 'COmrnenung on this Watson says:
| The specrflcally intellectual qualny of his fiction is, of course, -immediately
nouceable. » lt‘ is ‘not simply that he is the . most  bookish ‘ol‘ alll authors
‘in South Africa. * Quotation is basic to his fictional practice. In the
. ‘f'irst‘ half. of buslélands‘ “for example one finds a few transposed. lines .

from a John Berryman poem atmd other sly allusions to William Carlos ‘

A
-~

U Williams, T.S. Bliot apd Franz Kafka. In. places, In--the Heart_of “the
: < ’ § v t. . ".':n

untg 'is _a tissue of borrowings. (Watson, 379)

Coetzee quotes wxdely and draws on a vanety of disciplines. Watson's" observation

" that In_ the Heart of the Coimtry is.a "tissue of borrowings” can be "a""ppll‘e‘c’l to
‘X all Coetzee $ other novels | .
Barthes def mmon also covers those- references and allusrons which cannot be

.ildenufled wrt.h oenamty In tlns Barthes sancuons the reader m understandmg

) 'referenoes where they were perhaps not intended.  Far example Coetzee claxms that S

'



N .49

g those frgures in South African Ltterature who are classed as grganttc say Schremer

o and Campbell l dont happen to have - much interest in* (Spe_al( 22) ‘However.

my‘own'feeling lS that ‘Schremer s, influence- seeps in regardless Magda is in many

ways a reworkmg of Lyndall 4 The Story of an Afncan Farm both of them'
strugglmg agamst the claustrophobtc atmosphere of the supposedly 1dylltc farm”

Jsemng Schremers novel also seems to have supplted some of the images - Coetzee k

uses in. Llfe and Trmes of Mtchgel K Waldo in The Sto‘y of an Afrrcan Farm_

: prepares a ltttle altar on whrch he\ places hrs lunch a muttonchop He snts and

waits expecttng God to send ftre down from heaven to burn it" (6). 'Nothmg -

happens Eventhally s0me ants come to mvesttgate lt Tned beyond endurance o

“he gives up: ‘and throws the meat away A parallel scene in Ltfe and Ttmes of "

Michael K ,_rnvolves Mtchael K. sitting .'on  the farm watchmg the box of his .

- mother's ashes. "He did not know what he. expected whatever ll was 1t dld not -

happen. A beetle scurried -across the ground o There was another step

apparently, that he had to take but could not yet irnagrne" (58) The mtertextual :
. R . - \ no

"reference in Life and “Times _of Michael K’ alludes not only to the exrstenUal_\ .

 waiting ‘for- Godot but also Waldo waiting - for- God

" As menttoned earher Nadtne Gordimer feels that rt is: mapproprrate to read .

”

* the name- Michael K as a reference 1o Kafka s K She reject‘s the mtertextual ‘

. rel‘erenee prefernng K to stand for the name ‘of ‘a so- called Coloured In other C

E ,worcfs she wants the ftcttonal srgmfier to have a. re‘al world referent : A

semtottcran would do otherwrse because Coetzee -haa publrshed on Kafka
&' ‘

.' . (authortal tntentron 1s grrelevant) but because Ltfe and Trmes ol‘ Mlchael K has

appeared m__a__mgmfymg system in wmch Kafka s K already exists "There is -' o
'always language before and around the text Barthes tells us (39) We t:annot )

ignore the fact. thal Kafkas K 1s grt of the web R
i modern hterary theory. mtertextuahty is” posrted -on the tdea of textuahty.

. the idea that the self ts construeted in lahguage and that language 0admrts of no,
&

s Y

L2
4 t
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transcendental signifiers bécause signs are arbitrary. - Signs, words, language are

constantly - invested wrth and dlvested of ) meamng There is' a constant s'lippagep

.betw(een what is meant and what' is understood « Texts are not veils o be pulled

_ aslde to reveal the truth but \ abncs of mterlacmg-codes. ! . | |

. This attttude to language is one "which 1s evndent in Coetzee 'S wrmng The

. novels abound w1th examples o hlS characters tryt g to tell storles to close “the |
narrative, 1o fix uum Example' are the hlstory of . the town Whlch the Maglstrate,

cannot Vyrite. the ‘Medical Offtcer s attempt 10 mterpret Mtchael l('; the unnamed‘

narrator's endeayours‘ to discover
The “truth” that the -Magistrate f
ultimately  evades hi'm (155). just a ‘the subjecl of. the- Medlcal Officer's - story

evades him.  The reason 'for  their failures s, for. those well ‘versed  in

toa

post- structuraltst theory, o bvibus- truthfi‘s merely‘ A f unction Jof 'discursrve practice .

The self reﬂemvrty of Coetzee s text\s \ls rmponant to notice . .tn this context. - °
His novels eontam many metaphors fo " the . arbttrary nature of sngns The
Magtstrate makes repeated efforts to make ense . of his world to mterpret the shps ‘

he frnds in the ruins; or "the marks on the walls of the tormre chamber or. the .

f
]

marks _.on the . barbanan _gul 5 body ' These efforts are doomed (8 fatltlre

s has been staring hlm in' the face all al_ong :

riday's stél\’yz, _r’l,‘hcu efforts are all“fr,tTtstrated.‘_ ‘

,‘I‘hrou'ghoutf the text 'there is tensron between the search for truth and ‘the" o

.awareness that’ it lS a hnguxst1c construcuon truth s value bemg determined by the,

[

dommant dtscursxve pohcy As Foucault remarks "It ts always possnble one could S
.f""speak the truth m a vord one would only be m the true however u‘ _one obt;ved_,
the rules bf sorne dtscurswe pohcy‘ 'whtch would have to be reactwated eyery"ttme. .

' one spoke (The Archaeology of- Knowledge 224) " Here Foucault mdlcates that

) .A‘truth ts A functton of soc1al practtce. When the Mangtrate dec:phers the shps for

:"Colonel Joll he lS consctously steppmg outsrde the mles of the game and s )

Yy

tortured for 1t The dormnanee of oertam dtscurswe pohcies allows more freedom-,'

'«"",:to some than to others. ‘I’lus is- exemphﬁed in mxcrocosm on the journey beyond :

LI




| the bottom of hls wrfes tetephone E "If she fmds rt she wrll thmk tt is a bug. s

V‘pidgm of the frontter (63) The Magtstrate is surpnsed by her "fluency, her

t '. -drscurswe field Wrthin the confmes of his apartment she is srlenced

Thts same metafrctronal aWareness of the plurahty of meamngs rs apparent m "

n

e

lf Coetzee finds it he wrll take it for one of Armeos httle bombs (53) Susan

examples She reahzes the lumtauons of drawmgs and the confusron of meanmgs

these. Coetaee s‘tresses the arbttranness of srgns and the relattvrty of meaning

",J,\y,hich%re reader ts rnvolved tn the productron of rneamng . :.;‘ ,‘,;

:' not read them at pil--”

From the smallest detatl to the overall structure Coetzees wc{rks force hrs

‘readers to be asvare of the interpretrve act we engage in to make texts mean

" The disruptron of plot and the destabilizatron of character both call mto quesu&l

- t‘to be taken as windows oh the Real Worlg ’l’hey are constructs flCIlOllS m

. l”‘

lo. . /—\\“

The fact that Coetzee s novels eitpose the permutatrons of socral mythologtes

liberattng For some such as Menan du Pleests. the reading of Ooetzee s works

resulted in "a radical ideologrcal turnmg (87) FQI orhers i as we. have seen m

‘."‘LJ‘

Chapter 1 wrt resulted in no ideologieal turnmg whatsoever It Seems farr to say

that some of the crrttcs had not read hrs texts inr any great depth (and some had

\

‘tn‘ess "the unnam herome of In the Heart oi‘ the

Al

,'the frontier by, the barbanan gtrl s mteractlon with the men conducted "in the'

qurckness her self possession (63) ‘ Her self possession rs only possrble .tn this

i

‘all the other tcxts Eugene Dawn tells us that he has taped a fountam pen‘on ! "

v!-the way we: structure “reality Hrs novels repeatedly demonstrate that they are not -7

'.: and reveal the Way i’ whrch truth is a functron of these mythologres should be

S T . Lot . ot e e
s : f R T o . . L y
g e ~w‘- , o o A v . 51 -
. . . . L P v

:"Barton s, sketches desrgned to .fmd out who cut out Frrday s tongue are - other o ‘:'.'

B possrble wrthout Frrday 5. ever respondmg Through the use of metaphors such as i

o

Tk
g
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. thing.‘ Ref usmg to draw any hnes and ‘ mdlcate the commgencres by whlch we

- N ' ; ! "

"make chorces about ““rhe‘, drsmbution of power ‘i‘ another ’I’hev moralny of

“_‘_s';ubscrrbmg "to theones of the mfrmle f ree play of meamng \1s ouosnonable a—th‘best ,

‘ Grven that Coetzee refuses lo be Ued down on polmcal rssues m rmervrew hxs '°,’. v

I texts' ‘and tncrrl 1mplrcrt theoreucal ongms wm have to stand in as proxy in ‘any o

".\evaluauon of‘ the hmnauons of hrr; vwork D R ‘ ‘
L v 3 fs i , Y
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EEDRER (A Limitations, Deferrals Political lmplications

1 have been argumg that the focus of J M Coetzees work rs the mter‘actron

i \ !

of consciousness and discursive pracuce w,' HlS' frcuon examrnes the circumscnbed

‘A " l o

nature of human mtelhgence and mdrcates thau mdrvrdual experienoe is limited by

U

pohtical/socral/moral codes or as Foucault calls them drscursive pohcres IVV‘H‘is',“
novels suggest that the 1dea' of sell’hood is a tenuous onel constrtuted by d:scursrve

pohcy He cxposes the givens of western culture the umty of the self the- notron R

ﬁ A

i of. progress the ldentity of the natlon as no more than funcnons of vanous

dtscrh’swe policies The mteractron of discourse and conscrousness 1s not only A .

: thematic concern m his fiction HlS narratrve techmque and hxs construction of

,, .

plot and character also call mto questmn the ways western culture structures its

reahty His l‘oregroundmg of the structuration of ftcnonal worlds quesudns the
i givens of liberal aesthetics nainely the sov eignty of the human subject the notron

- -of cause and effect' 'psychologrcal depth and umty, and the capacity for moral

development HlS novehstic practxce 1mphes ‘a reJection of liberal humamsm through :

l

his exposure oi‘ the rdeologles Whlch underpm us aesthetlcs If thls were the case o

,\’
his novels could be seen as contnbutmg to chan‘ge*in South Q%fnca For hrm to
question the premiseg‘ of liberal aesthech. ‘and by extensxon hberal humamsm 1tself
implies that he is dtssocraung hrmself fronr a group whosc reformrst efforts have

failed to make any s1gnifrmnt mpressxon 1n South Afncanf pohtrcs Coetzee s

s

rejectlon of this pohtrcal stanee could mean X that he 1s adoptmg an alternanve




aestheucs rt seems to me useful to grve an outlme of premtses I ‘a'm’.

¢

| . ty
\

mdebted to Vaughan for the followmg defmrtion «Lrberal aesthetrcs rs grounded /in : '
what Vaughan calls an ontology of the mdtvldual person (119) mdivxdualif .

expenenoe 1s a paradrgm for the human condmon . The undlvldual person has the,-f-

free posse3s10n of certam fundamental human : faculues ’whrch .are sensuous

mtellectual and moral,‘t It rs not always possrble for these faculttes to be ftéely-', e

N

expressed Socral laws codes and habtts may prevent thrs Lrberal hterature ‘i”s"'

t! v

‘concemed with hberatmg socral mteractrons--as interactrons between tndrvrdual"

\‘-

: persons--frorn the mhrbrtmg and pervertmg effects of soeial' la‘ws and ‘ codest

Lrterature should gemonstrat rnnate freedom that rs thus rcpressed (119)‘

]

The realrst novel rs the form par excellence whrch promotes the liberal conceptronﬁ‘,j

)

of. be g since: R “ SRS AR S

1 . -

lf rndtvrduals hold potentral mastery over the real world rt follows that ar ) Yo

A ]
.

domarn.t Realtty must be mastered rendered amcnable in every facet

q.l\‘.<
R "
3

'I'hrs tmplres an rdeal of transparency--of absolute clartty (1_20) o

e

Accordrng to Vaughan ‘e"' rmphcatrons of hberal aesthet‘ics“'l‘for:;:"th‘ef,‘f S

g
K e

conceptuahzatron of polmca.l 1ssues ‘ are thece they promote ‘ay concem wnh.f;‘ L

;*"'l mdrvrdual types “of encounter at the expense of collective tYP&‘S ﬂf eﬂco"mef the

behef m the selfacorrectrbtlrty of l‘rndrvrdual ‘mteractrons' -;leads to the pmmmence of )

the concept of dtalogue to " th prejudrce pr"' exclusron of non dtalogutst types' ‘of"

flctton whrch promotes thrs mastery must set an example in lts own‘,f”f' '




to determrﬁe how- clean a break thrs is, and how mdrcatrve it is of a radrcal

posrtion\ Butldtng rt on my exammatron of plot and charactenzauon tn thc last

chapter my mterest now 1s in the potentxally radtcal nature of Ooetzee s £ rctronal .

A )

3 practice L

Coetzee s frctlo\n reveals rcharacter as constructron as the sum of the ftctrons'

L the proper name tells about 1tself The narratives m whrch they mst thernselves

are presented m such 2 way that the reader is' mvrted to questron thetr consrstency

and ~rehabxltty As we have seen from the revrews the more realrstrc the text the ':y ‘

i . \

‘l‘, ' o

EZ;easrer 1t 1s for the reader to i read charadterv m the old way the easrer to clarm
moral development ethrcal vrsion,, etc Coetiee uses a vartety of techmques of "

.ﬁt.htv. '

We can see the Magrstrate as the character most obvrously m the

charactenzatton




matter) frlled out wrth 2 body and a psychology.‘, a past and a present and ‘a

“

Lo (prOJected) future (8) In the settmg, me reader may be destabrlized but wrth

’ the narrator s/he is back on home ground m rhe land of cause and efrect and L

i ,

L consrstent ‘psychology The charactenzanon of the Magrstrate does not f ree the

»reader to reﬂect on hrs/rts structuration o
I agree wrth Martm Lhat the narrauve vorce sup'presses the arbitraﬂn'ess 'and.

' . ' A SN

' convennonahty of rts modes of reﬂecuon reacuon 'concepuon and aruculauon

grvmg the 1mpressron that n 1s a drrecL and 1mmedrate (unmedrated) lranscnpuon of

(10) BecauSe the narrauve volce funcuons m rhrs way h Mavrsuate

co‘ fifutes - no threat to dommam modes of percepuon Thls character 3 '3".‘_‘_ ’

" .
|"( 4\.. \:,

reprbductxon of Irberal aestheues and as we have seen. has been readjly reabsorbed

by hberal crmcrsm . Mamn sees ar g forr_ tbe Barbanans as a son of

i
\':‘ W r

eijsmual m‘gwy in “”“Ch ‘h° s‘g’"f‘mw, °f . objects and evems is their lack or j 5

srgnrflcance man 1s defmed not va ,' hrs .cemral posrtion m‘ 'the world but by hlS

"‘.4 A .-:,.‘

,For Martm thrs

however of mdexing the Iiberal assumpuons




~our understandmg ol' the Magistrate Colonel Joll s atutudes to-‘ : the "Magrsua‘ia

oy

cannot provrde thrs vrsron because we are not sympathetrc towards Joll '. The only o

character who does give us some altematlve 1nsrghts 1s Mar the cook She reveals

that the Magistrate, made the barbarran glrl ‘—‘-a fact of whrch the’Magrstrate rs

unaWare Max 1s allowed to funotton m thrs way only very bnef]y The mclusron R

of other‘ characters optmons to control our understandmg of the Magtstrate 1s not

' a rnethod whtch Coetzee uses in’ any sustarned way -'; -

o .

Another tecltmque for controllmg our pereeptron of a f 1rst person narrator is .

o

the use of embedded narrauve In a sense, ,the Magrstrate s dream cycle ls an

embedded narrative What it tells us is. not very drfferent from what he tells us’ ‘

AR
\ l.\, ,l,"/‘

in his wakrng state In the drearn cycle the Magrstrate has v1srons of wholeness

K

yet he : rs )never an agent m brmgmg about change The , psychologrcal and

- emotlonal equrhbnum of the dreams 15 brought about by the barbanan grrl In
: the dream xworld as m the frctronal eal world_ fthe Magrstrate can nerther,. help )

her nor understand her Rather than subverting' our vre' “- ol‘ the Magrstrate the

4; //

dom'g this, he 'kn




' unal)le to rmagme a drffenent lrfe The terms are absent

/‘,

> expose tts prermses '

R Y
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He' cahnot'--choose ;the ‘:Barha'rian” '-veay ‘dr llfew although he‘, makes vaétre -

O ! i

:am sure you remember that there is a strong presence of chrldren in the e

_book and there is no saymg--although the boolr does not deal dtrectlyx o

-

_wrth rt--what those chrldren mrght do and what sort of hfe they mrght‘ L

g

i
~

‘ lead They ) mrght be ‘able to make chorces that he ftnds lmPOSSlble

. RO f
[P ! |
" L ey , [

""}(Kunaprpr 7) B SO ,‘;,‘ o ;‘.\

b

The Magrstrate never - leams the grrl s . language hence he"ﬂ denies"’“hir'nselfl'r t}r'e

Opportumty of dralogue ~The reader rs lef 1 m the same posmon as; the Magtstrate

Lo y“' o )
‘

One method reahst fictron employs to mdrcate the polmcal/moral posmon of v

K

the author 1s the mclusron of other characters ,to provrde altemanve points of vrew

Lthgld Trmes of Mlchael K and Foe are close to realrst frctron in’ that the .

i

-
central character is . located in a frcnonal world m whtoh other characters provrde an o

altematrve perspectWe ‘ Therr mteractron 1s not dralogue howeve n rs colomtatlon

The other characters m Foe and ere and Trmes of Mrchael K do not wish to

mteradt Wrth the central char,scter? they wrsh to unpose therr world vrew on Susan."
o oy ,

a‘nd Mrchael Coetzee mtroduces an extemal perspecuve only o deconstruct lt to. K

.

msmtcts her to provrde more rnformatronw erther real“ dr r tctttrous, He tnsrsts e

”]that she cannot remam as she wrshes The pnson doctor rn ere and Trmes gf“:{"‘;

. _lgestures m that drrectronﬁ in.. the. drrectron of the barbanan glrl ‘But‘ " l S

e

\Foe wants Susan Barton to rewrrte herself completely H ef~~ y
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: "my heart and tell them the story of -a lrfe hved m ca es A\'l‘hey \want to hear 'all' i N "

"N
«about the cages I have lrved m as if l were a budgrc or: a whrte mpuse or a

tom

- Y

monkey (181) He makes exphcit what the medrcal offteer wrsh\es 10 do\ -‘»;.‘,

If Coetzee mcluded the altetnattve perspecuves to shed more hght on the.'v

vrolence people do to the narrattves of other people s lrves. one coula we thrs as' Lo
a democrattc gesture am doubt‘ful however pamcularly in., these two mstances - -
As fast as ﬂ’e exposes the colomal mtent of Foe he‘ reenacts it hrmself\ Susan s" e S
.-‘r_r‘arratrve voxce ts usurped If Coetzee 1s expenmenung 1wrth femrmst thought

‘ this novell s 1n a drlettante fashron )Foe reads hke. a- nod of ‘ a’ very"v'

AR

condesoending sort ‘in the directron of femmrsm A reworking:‘ of Robrnson Crusoe. A

\

| whrch mcludes a female' narrator mg to rnterest Defoe tn her story wrll of |
1 course as Coetzee :well knows be understood in lcurrent hterary dtscourse as \\
N addressrng the questtons of women and wrmng, questtons of how women are"'.1 : M 7\
Avampirized as then‘lanc content how thetr stones spoken and wntten get rewrxtten K |
or. remam unpublrshed how women are srlenwd Coetzee knows only too well lf A [ “ ¥
he 1s as ‘erudite as hrs novels demonsrrate that to get a female character ln the N
S twentreth century regardless of her l‘xetronal trme to say ‘_"there are . no stones of

daughters m search of thetr mothers (77) 1s a dangerous polmcal choree unless the-,

text mdrcates the speaker s lack of femrmst awareness There are plenty of stones

of daughters in, search ot‘ their mg@ers\ A Room of Ones Own rs one and one\_"‘

-

whlch Coetz.ee seems happy:v-enough to vamprnze in Foe Coetzee lwed ) and wrote“,

oo

and taught m Amenca "for"sr years-""He cannot.. bel unaWare that Adnenne R.tch s ,fgif.'r- e

poem~- 'Dwmg mto the Wreck"» is a- story of daughters search of lost. 4mothers

b

w<hen ,he v'qusurpsl',Susan Barton s vorce ‘when he drvesk‘ iato the wreck (and Coetzee_. |
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and Lacan are. worthy of consxderatton whrle the femmrStv 1ssues he is tXplomng

i

f are to be drsqualtfted because they are 1rrelevant to the frctroxfT ume of the story

[

The best that one can clarm 1s that Coetzee s’ mtrusron mto femrmsm IS‘-‘-’ done G

s »

: unconscrously, the worst that thrs lS conscrous occupatron by force Coetzee has

*

been happy to use Susan Barton S, body (m the opemng paragraphs) as- hls entry

J to hts frcuon happy - make her the butt of Foe s mind games and fmally happy

\ \ N ,-\ | A

to krll her off in the name of hxs quest Il‘ Coetzee 1s aware of the pohucs of

N EEEY .

femrmsm whrch he should be he chooses 10 1gnore rt m Foe '. " e

e

The same lack of careful consrderatron of polmcal ramrl‘tcatrons is evxdem

hrs treatment of character m " Life’ and Trmes of Mrchael K When one looks al
&\

]

'(. N o o :
aware of the facL 1hat Ooetzee chooses to;

o Ce L s N I

‘ character m all hrs novels one becomes

\r‘ .

/4 e
o emer only the mmds of whrte characters ’l‘hts chorce is, as .Coetzee mLIsb know'.u

loaded thh »srgmfxcance m the South Al‘ncan context.‘ ;:,l leaves -the' "readerm

'

wondermg whether like - the Magrstrate Coetzee cannot unagine experrence outslde of

|' ‘l_ ’A"

. hr .Tace: and class _I' would be easrer to excuSe thrs gap if h;s frctronal
:'representatrons of 1t had remamed a gap Wrth the mclu@\ of Mrchael K whaf

mlght have been a respectful srlence appears as derelrcuon of moral responstbrlrty

lt lS rmpossrble to 1gnbre that hrs cgton contains whrte characters who are

- ,l

extraordmarlly eruchte ‘and ~artmulate who ate- credrtedv wrth psychological depth and

A
' ',‘\ e
RIARS

analyuc talent and at' the same trme a character hke Mrchael K who as been

)
"y

r"" B understood as retarded ‘who shows a low level of lmgurstxc competence and has the

[

hfe skills' of ‘a narve chrld When thc medrcal offroer and "fthe people he meets at

“r

¥ the end of_ the" novel en]om( . h1m to tell hrs szory : he reader rs ':‘aware« that




A

Céctzee's ﬂction ) Michael K ‘eannot make Sense of ‘his reahty In Foe 'the

implication is that Friday would not survive wrthout Susan Barton Ju‘stf as, he

s ﬁd \.r §

cannot speak, ‘he cannot survive. This amounts to evtdence to ‘supporlt .the claim

K
¢
[

that intellect is a function of skin colour in Coetzee s\ftct.ton. That he neglects to

remove all poss‘ibili'ty. of this claim being made demonst@nc&/an unwilh‘hgness to

) R R |

particrpate in - polttical debate. To wash one's hands of the struggle bctween the

powerful and. the powerless is 10 snde with the powerful

l The lack of authonal commem is the ltterary result of what I see as a dack

N '

<'of pohucal commttmem Here the form Coetzee most often favours is sxgmﬁcam ,

,Speakmg of Goetzees use. of monologue Vaughan says: i ‘ >

. Hts monologuxst narrattves~-nqte thc absence of dtalogue'-‘constantly invoke °

" the | suggesuon that_ thex‘.,are ctrcumscrrbed/ forms |of dtscourse, that they

, operate within parameters. ,T-here is, however, n_o‘ breakthrou‘gh‘. 10. an
? ’ e L
o altemauve supenon form of dtScourse (123) oo

g

The character speakmg is tmpnsoned in “hts/her mode ' of consciousriess.  Magda |

offers the story of . ‘her life. 'n's a multitude‘ "of.r”~"possibilities,. ; e’aTCtr - one “'as

crrcumscnbed as the next. None of these possrbxlmes -is transcendence but is

paradoxtcally. further exempltrrcatton of ' the ascnbed modes ‘of *tﬁnhng and

relating” (125). Vaughan claxms that Coétzee s fiction - cannot use protest zis a

\

,-strategy because protest presupposes a beltef 1n the self correcttbthty of mdmdual

‘persons Within the terms of Coetzee s crittque "Such an’ appeal to norma.lcy is’

mconoewable “since the- prmcrple of ractal dominatton is one of the horms’ of

-

v Westem/colomal hxstory (127) ' Character in Coetzee s ftction is always determmed
by tts racfal hrstoncal mode of consciousness and’ because of hxs choxce of forrn ,

: hts readers never catch a ghmpse of any altematxve Vaughan s conclusfon on

Coetzees fiction is tl:}s R o o Vi

o

It can fxemplify. . but not explain the " crisis- state of the agents of _

doxm_nation. . It can say next to nCo)thmg. and eertainly nothmg rehabler
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“about experiences outside the modality of its own racial-historical dialectic.

K

) Characters of other races, the victims of domination, are entircly enigmatic

entities within the medium of this, fiction. (128) o - - ., "

. "
'

This same criticism  that Coerzee s frctron can only enact but not explam has

[

been 'made elsewhere Peter Knox-Shaw, lrymg to come to térms with the °

evolung aspects of .lacobus Coetzee s. murder of the Hotremotq 'said of the prose

it .N

"Controlled certamly--the effect dellberalely produced, but in . the -absencef of any“

.

other . resource ll mUSt be sard lhat the wrmng ites!f Funhers the. tlaime of true

savagery..-‘ Thrs rs 'the art "thar can only re-enact (74). The other Ttesource, the

- comrollmg perspectrve on the central characler 1s absem . By writing monologue,

»

Coetzee has written himself out. In true Becke%n style, we are ‘left  with only

the words of the character only the individual tesumony " My feelrng is that

Sy

Coetzee gambles on the facr that we wrll not index. the attiludes ﬂof the cemral

character o rhim. just as educated readers would not index “lhe amtudés of -

" Humbert Humbert to Nabokov. What thls means rs lhat Coetzee allows lumsell' to °

| Y,

escape, to be absent. to be srlenl Thrs is . surely somethrng of a luxury in hns

context. W.J.B. Wood is stiR readmg and trymg to’ come to terms  with' [hxs]- o

.‘ ~reading of Duslclands ‘even though he  feels thal the - novel ‘is. not sausl‘actonly‘

diagnostic, but curiously symptomauc of - the ) very thmg whrch it purporaus to

dragnose (22) Many of Coetzee 5 readers -are sull rrymg to grve hrm the benel‘ it

of the., doubr . When he thwarts dlalogue m " his frcuon and in real lrl‘e so'

censlstently one may well start to wonder why Magda lus most Beckertlan
characrer appears caught in the double bmd that srlence ‘means the end of " her
exrstenoe yet no Speech appronmates to her’“e‘xgenence "I can "t go--I'll go on"

mlght well stand as her motto. She ‘cannot suspend the (’low yet cannot . make

language mean for hef An inrercsung eompanson )s Coetzee's own observation on,

why he wnter' "It s far from a compulsron It's bad when l do wnte and worse

when I don t" ( _Ea_k 21). Coerzee s wntmg enacts Magda s double biud yet - docs-:

)



0

A\l

n'\ot"‘ ex'olaln it. Judging from hls own remar-ks Coetzee does not perhaps know.

[
N

"why he writes and lf he does he certamly l& not saying:

I3

his ‘refusal 10 indlcate how we are’ 10 read plot. lf we read hrs novels lookmg o

‘\

~‘ for conflict, climax' and conclusion" it is true that we are likelf‘ to ‘be disappointed.

We could see. the dlsruptlon of plot as ‘ part’ ‘of C’oetzee's anti-realist project.

Conventlonal plot structure - lS premtsed on the 1dea of .cause and effect. Plot.

Coetzee 'S refusal to mdtcate how wq are to interpret charactcr is paralleled in"

“structure” exercises control over time and .event deletmg the contmgent and the .

irtelevant. Plot m Coetzee s novels does not demonstrate this convenuonal mastery
over time' 'and events Time petiods ' "are dlff 1cult to establish and we are not

shown how to subordmate events or hierarchtze narratrves For some crmcs thlsn

has ‘a posxtlve value Watson  claims’ that "an obvxous reason for the use of

non realtst devnces in Coetzee s texts ¢as ulttmately poltttcal he dld hot want them

10 be easily assrmtlated and redueed to a smgle canomcal meamng (384) It is

-

“one ‘thmg' havlng a text Whlch‘ forecloses dtscnsston because ll can ohly.«-be tead one

\\

’ way, s qulte another to have a text whtch ends up saymg nothmg On the

- t0pic of structure Watson says o SR L O

Il‘ For tnstance _ore searches mstde them examrmng their - structurq, one'l‘

oy

" Coetzee s heatt of the country. there 1s nothmg The ‘solid core to hlS‘

v a

work hes elsewhere outstde the novels themselves in somethmg that " is

oo

'effawd imphcn barely alluded tO (377) B o {\ h_i\'

5.

lf one acoepts Watson s clatm that there is a sohd core - to , Ooetzee s work ‘but
that 1t hes "elsewhere and outslde then one xs ln a pecuharly dtsaclvantaged]""'
poaluon unless one happens to be ltke Watson. a" personal acquamtance. I one :

aecepts also that the novels are eonstmcted around a voxd then it ts hard to see

” @

how a vold can have 2 meaning at all lét alone as Watson fearsg a canomeal

one.' If one identxfres Coetzee 5 novels as mourmng the absenee of meamng‘

hl . ‘ e
N e’a-e

dtscovers ‘lrttle more than ‘an artfully constructed vord At ,the h'eart of
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because they are structured around . a vord one should recogntze Coetzee as a
\ . L ) . '
bourgeors humantst Here Robbe Gnllet 1s relelrant ‘

* Tragu Jherefore appears as the last mventton of humamsm to permit
A nothtng to escape smce the correspondenoe betwéen men’ and thmgs has -

l‘rnally been denounced the humamst saves. hlS empire by tmmedtately

u - ‘ ' b “

« instituting -a new form of . sohdartty the dtvorce ttself becomes a major .

. - path to redemptton (59) » " o e

- Q
The divorce between signifier . and. signified is a zrse for celebration 'in
_post-structuralist - thought. ~ Coetzee's attention to the text@ality of . his fiction 'is

' ' t . " . . “\ '.‘ ' . " .. . A .
quite in keeping with the dommant trends' in literary theory. His texts are writerly

N "

texts, and the reader is expected to enjoy the use of multtple narratrves With In

. the Heart of the Ooun itry, Ooetzee .does . not " mdtcate Wthh of Magda s narrattves

v '

o+ has’ most rmportance ett.her in terms of truth _or moral worth As 1 .said earlier,

A

each of the. narrattves has« the same textual status and any hrerarchrzauon wnll be

o aocordmg to ' the extra-textual predrlectrons of the reader dtctated by hts/her
[ ﬁ . ! ‘..’

, assumptrons about moraltty, femmme psychology race and class etc

The enabhng of a multrplrcrty of readrngs and the reader S, rnvolvement in the

n

, constructron of meanmg 1s a potentrally ltberatrng charactensuc of pOSl modermst

1}
= wrrtmg The plenttude of readtngs enabled by a text such as In the Heart of the )

gg t_ry allows the reader to reflect on » the choxces s/he makes m readmg

However no text rs completely open ended and the potenual for any readmg is

somethmg ol‘ a chrmera Wrth Magda s narrattve(s) none of - the varlables allows

Y i

for any posrtrve' outcome There are no reconctltattons env:saged hence no - : .

«

harmony« rs posstble.,_ In the Heart Qf the Cou_g_y rs sirmlar to Robert Coover s

‘ short story Ih ggbysme m that the readers may jom m thh the eonstrucuon ol‘
mclude all possrhrhtres.. The mfrmte free play of meamng turns out to be a.
errcumscnbed choxce of meanmg At the heart of Coetzee 5 QIn 1 e_ Heart of the' : .‘
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‘ __unm is not nothing._not a vond open to endless mterpretauon but the 1mpulse /-
to make meaning out “of the hrmted choice of- meanmgs available.

Watson s own analysis of plot dtsruption in Coetzee s ftcttdn bears _some.* : ", ,'

‘I eXammatton here Hevsays R ," | S ‘
| I.an the hght of the breakdown between theory and practtce tt .ts easy to
) see why the Anstotehan model for hterature thh 1ts dei‘mtte dxsuncuons -
““,betWeen mner and outerv real and unreal‘ past present and future ‘, )

e begtnning mtddle and. end--tn short the model that 1s at the basns oi‘ 9
V‘Western hterary reahsm--should dxsmtegrate as’ well As in' so much of .
,l',Beckett ) work the lesson of Ooetzees work is .. that reahty ttseif .
" ‘becomes conceptually mcoherent when indmduals can no longer be agents
,*"m the world (384 SRR ‘, I R coe e

Watson makes the useful ohservanon that Coetzee s plot dtsruption mll’I'Ol'S hxs' “ i
“"‘characters feelmgs oi‘ ahenauon from the world What I Want to stress 1s that )
the disjunction betWeen theory and practlce 1s not, as many have understoodi

‘ paradtgm for the human \condmon but a pai‘ttcular expenenoe of -a parucular class' .

b"at a parttcular pomt in h;ne (for example the White middle class m ‘South Afnm::“'
"j_today) T’h{at disJuncuon‘-.mamfests itself m a multxphcxty of doom laden narrauves .

all of which teil’ roughly\ the sarne story "no chanse is pOSStble. 1o .act’ wnll -
hberate us either mto htstory (Magda) or out of it" (the Maglstl'ate) : lnelllctably“ .
caught. tt does not matter whlch narrauve we tell for they are all the same No'.j
. transcendenoe is possible 'I'hese are’ the inmlications oi’ Coetzee s fictnon 1 would“j s o
usuem the 'rmstake ls tQ recogmze tlus as The Human Condmon and mt the:_""‘ij_;"

‘f,conmtton peculiar to,’ say. the functtonanes oi‘ Westem xnpenahsm or women~mnder RS

| ',patriarchy TO " treat | it_ as

natural" rather than as determmed 1s to accept m; ‘

i "‘i'.

endloss reproducuon.' | o B SRR
The domesticauon oi' the vrolenoe that people and systems inl‘hct on each other

B2 recult °f Coetue 8 choioe and Presentation of character h1$ use of monologue‘




J and hts undtfferenttated narrattves L *Slgnlf icant J action re\rersal of the 1mpetus of

N

V_Westem dommauon _can only come from outside, by means of .a dtfferent
‘ ?

f fractal htstoncal dynamrc (Vaughan 127) Coetzee s ftcttons do not posn any
‘chance of changeu coming frornvthose llke the Magtstrate and Magda moulded by L
) Western 1mpenahsm Hrs ftcuons suggest that he cannot 1magme beyond hls race'

”and class They further suggest that thes;x determmtng factors are_ ones whnch‘

e E ‘Coetzee does not wrsh to address dtrectly

Several crtttcs have been unhappy wrh the fact ?hat Ooetzee effaces economrc

mottve ln a novel ‘such as Dusklands the "ht'tory appears not $O. much as an o

fan |

‘ explanauon of mteractmg forces but as one other dtscourse through whlch we can

“

”‘tnterpr;et; events Petef Knox Shaw 'S conclusron 1s that

’:E.L'.rn confernng the status of categortcal trnperauve upon v:olence John

. \ te

‘ Coetzee sertously deprecnates the force of context It is® regrettable that a,_' .

a

S 'wnter of suoh consxderable and vaned talents should play down the"“l-"’

Y

S ‘poltttcal and econormc aspects of hrstory in’ favour ‘of a psychopathology D

I

| f"of Western life: (81) | . T R R

- "Knox Shaw ftnds Coetzee gutlty Of explatmng aWay moments in the hrstory of- [
! western unpenahsm not as parucular coniunctrons of econonuc ‘of polmcal forces

.Irbut as a categoncal imperauvet ‘ Coetzee thus idenuftes vrolence as xnherent

- mankrnd For htm to elevate the vrolenee of westem trnpenahsm to the level of;"ﬂ‘ ) ,

, E 'f".-'the tnescapable rnetaphysroal condmon of mankmd ls surely more than regrettable

e Even if he beheves thls surely he can ‘see’ lt s counterproducttve to pubhs _ ’.‘o'vels

- _whrch promote lus perceptron .of‘ human expenence whrlst other people are literally

. i'

“ dytng to be grven a chance to prove otherwrse

i Abdul JanMohamed s‘ drscussron of Warung for the Bazbarian sheds some hght,.




L refuses to- acknowledge 1ts hlstortcal sonrces or to make any al,lusnons to R

\

'j the specrftc barbarISm of the aparthetd regrrne The novel thus unphes e

, " that "~ we are all somehow equally gmlty and that fasctsm is somehow,” !
| ‘endemrc. 0 all socretres » ln s studted refusal to accept ‘histo‘ri‘cal“,'.

R N responsrbthty.. thrs novel . attempts ‘10 mystrfy the 1mper1al endeavour o 8

‘ "by representlng “the- relatxon between Self and Other -in metaphysrcal terms ‘

| (73) ." | v;,;,7, I L y;; S }

- Hrstory means one thmg uto cnttcal theonsts lrke‘ JanMohamed and ‘Vaughan '

+

and another thmg to Coetzee Tha

(I

: 1s‘ not to’ say ‘that Coetzee is’ 1gnorant wrth ‘

b regard to hrstoncal sources a loo' ;at Knox Shaw s artrcle on the source ..matenal o
for Dusklands proves Coetz.ee s. erudrtion m this area ‘The reader of Coetzee s .
frctron is often left m the paradoxical posmon of wrshmg s/he knew as much as ,‘
Coetzee obvrously does (rn order to *spot the srgmfrcance of dates such as 1948

etc) and wondermg what the pomt of knowrng 1t 1s It seems that hrstory, hke

; philosophy and psychology. is just another chscourse he can canmbahze just anotherm R

[

': model of interpretatron he ean mampulate yet to whrch he does not profess to
" Coetzee s erudxtion is somethxng that many of hrs criucs have commented" on N

: and xt 1s mteresting to note that rt lS somethmg that hrs supporters are keen to

defend Watson who almost cataiogues Coetzee s mtertextual referenees. starts out




L mdtgenous/ lrteratures appears to be an 1rrelevancy

: _~j“ust1fytng hrs ehtxsrn°' Havmg won mternatronal fame wrth Wartmg for e '

g . AP . . . ' \ " . N Lo . o .
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wnter" ’(380 emphasrs mme) Watson goes on to suggest that Coetzee
T wants to - Jom Europe and Afnca but not m the old eolomal relatronship

Ce o “of dommance and subjugatron He wants to preserve the contemplauve

[N 5 . i

L mythmaktng sacrahzmg rmpulse at the heart of modemrsm and nevertheless ‘. 1
"'respond to an actual hrstorrcal moment m whrch such an‘ tmpulse copld

‘fnot seém more oj an rrrelevancy (388) ,' ,
e lt seems rather in the old colomal vem to msrst that. the tenets of modermsm be

o

‘acceptable to those who are trymg to hammer out a new future when modermsm "v o

v v [

rs prtmarrly a Frrst World movement The mythmakmg. sacrahg.mg 1mpulse of

o '
P

,

\ .
W

‘ Another upholder of Coetzee s nght to be ‘an mtellectual ts Menan du Plessrs
: , Derendmg htrn from "bourgeois marxrsts she hypothesrzes that Coetzee wrll ‘be
' accused of wntmg for a bourgeors readershrp, and even of pretenuousness (all’,,s.‘ ', \‘
‘those eso‘te-r'r-c_auusrons')" (87) Her defence hmges on | "The pomt ggat

&

: coetzee does not pretend to wrrte for anyone other than the educated mrddlg,,q@sS O
AT

'reader (87) And an e:ttraordman}y well edumted reader at thae lt 1s as rf .

r-Coetzee s tntertextualrty and erudmon has Created a fellowshrp of drscourse‘ as

° L

" Foucault would Jhave called t‘;. a‘ fellowshrp whrch has tts vested lnétenes‘tsa,‘_mf




there rmght be acts whose meaning lres before them rather than after

' l-'\““

l\y n'

y them" Thats the kmd of quesuon l would hke to “ask before talkmg

'

v

Meanlng and mtenuon are not constructed out of thin arr Perhaps rt is. usef,gl 10

— ,.

consrder writmg~-and herc I asstJme he 1s refernng to wrmng novels--as uncertam

'v of . hew lt mlgh{ ganslate mto act;on,; Perhaps rt is, wrong to expect wntmg to

o A

'be prgg,rammatm but Qne can consxder whether the subjects/discourses wrmng

Lo

‘:;:cannrbalrzes are lrkely to yleld anythmg polmcally useful The porentral meanmg

-"can 'be. predrcted from the premtses on wluch that Wrmng bases 1tself In other '

words. the pOtenUal polmcal usefulness of Coetzee s novels rs lrmrted by the

I
"

. premlses from whrch he wntes , AT

| Coetzee s novels all demonStrate lus extenswe knowledge of post structurahst “ -
'.;"v'thought Thrs s evrdenced by the crmcal amcles vanously txtled ’ "Srght Bhndness
',,’and Doublethought ‘ "‘The Presenee of Absence Wrthout a knowledge of ",';

it T

T

about mtenuons behind or before acts of wrmng . (Wreksteed 5) B

'»‘ Coetzee s mtertext 1 f wonld be fdxffrcult "to understand Magda s repeated"'f"l

- ‘self presentatxon as’ La“'

lvan absence all my life

o

(43) she rs spoken ‘ not in) words but m sflences whose grammar ,has never‘ "

been recorded" (7) Lacamsml pervade Foe as well Susan Barton tells the grrl ~ ;

" awho claims to be her daughter‘
pam you feelt rs the pam of lack not __the]pam of loss (91) In the Lacaman“
nlack of the. phallus .demes '.them entry mto the symbohc order Theyf

; 2) her story has a yawmng mrddle ‘wrthout an end" .

"Yoﬁ arefd;ather born You have no mother., The e

Other She s absence "To my father I have been;‘_




. W ‘ N ',/ Ce e
Fnday s speechlessness rs m Lacan s model a result of - hts gemtal muttlauon
Consequently he 1s d00med to remain srlent Susan tells Foe that the story of‘

3, o
n,l

Fndayf“ is properly not a story hut a puzzle ot a hole m the narrative (l ptcture

;

as a buttonhole carefully cross stttched around but empty.? waitmg for the

button (121) The OOooo s that Fnday leams to write are symbolic of‘ hlS lack |
At the end of the novel the unnamed narrator frnds hrm m the f ooze (157) strll .
"'unable to enter the srgmfymg system of language '.'" o L

Sy ce

Q Medrtatrons on language pervade Coetzee s frctron The problematrc nature of "

| srgns ls frequently foregrounded thh very post strucmralrst overtones Foe tells;

Susan "'If we devote ourselves to f rndmg holes exactly shaped to house such ‘great

\

words as Frwdom Honour Blrss I agree we shall spend a lrfettme slrppmg and .

o

slrdmg and searchrng, all in - varn (149)«' Markmg the shppage Magda comments,,‘
"Words are corn Words altenate, . Language rs ,ao’ medrum for desrre Destre lS f g
‘ rapture not exchange It rs only by ahenatm< the desrred that language masters.i 8

(26) In mstances such as these Coetzee mdrcates hrs debt zto Barthes Derrlda

and Lacan and hts expertmentauon wrth the mtplrcatrons of thetr tdeas on language
If thts 1s the srte Coetzee chooses as the theoretrcal frarnework for hrs fictron RS

',Q ~what 1deolog1cal posmon,_ls—-athereby— tmplred" An analysrs of the pohtical” . .

pohtrcsf of deconstructron Bagleton uses the 1 erm' deconstrucuon in




backgrdund‘ ol‘ Coetzees frctton L ,_x-,‘ T T e D

,What Eagieton‘}“dxscusses as deconstructrve meth’od”.serves as ‘a descnpuon for -
\ R ’ ! IR S » e
| much Post modermm wmmg Coetz,ees mcluded | ';fe.i’ ,‘,} | RNt ' |
f Deconstrucuon does mdwd attend to both ser!tse and non sense Slslufted B
o hd srgmfrer meantnga \and lanéuage but 1tI attends to them at th‘;se ‘
~ .:f‘ \( i ‘1oomts of conjunctu"r‘e the effeCt of wlnch 1s a hberatton from the \yranny |
{ of sense (481) ; ‘\ | | | S 3
Thel desrred release from the tyranny of sense Eagleton sees as a contmuatnon of :
the Frankfurt School s rage agamst posmvrty, the suspicron of deter’mmate meamng |
as such the fear— that o’ propose 155330 be complrctt Post modermst ,wntmg,‘ the'f;‘ ;

-hterary counterpart }"of / deconstructrve theory demonstrates 1ts susprcron of determmatel g
,v '[ o

meamng through g rejectron of realxsm closure and textual mastery lt rs as a-

responSe to these suesv that Coetzee wntes hrs frctron Although Eagleton 1s ready‘

»

! ‘to acoept the valu

[

'P'f' \

facta tha,t deconStrucnon rephcates unselfconscrot/rsly the very polmcs 1t assumes rtv" .

IS aymd : Y'Histoncally speakmg, ~many of the vauntedly n0vel themes of. ;« L
: lrttle iy rnpre than reproduoe the most commonplaoe types of g .
% '/.x X 8 “'1 L Lo

; bourgeors liberahsm (483) Ve, He goes on to ‘hst theee ?themes and thrs ltstf

t:atalogues many .. of C°°"‘°°s fatllngs 1 wrll grve Easleton s‘ hst and then go on;:ﬂ'"f'-

to comment m detaxl on how Coetiees frctton*"and hts own sparse remarks‘ PP

demxonstratej“ms subscnptxon to hberalrsm The hberal comrnonplaoes accordmg to_-';.'.
Eagleton‘.are° et EAE R e .

_\.- s, .

the “revulsion’ from




of what n mrght fmd desrrous of loeatmg 1ts mtenl ln hrs wrumg, hrs pracuce

¥ St e

shows thal he does not want to hmlt himself to one method Characterlzauon and
plot structure vary conslderably from novel 'to novel Coerzee anu systematrcally

IR l
-

uses and abuses "reallst techmque The revulslon from the dommauve and the _
. \ Lo { . ' vy - RN
totalxzi’n_g xs 1mphed by lns use' of narrauves hrs refusal 1o supply elther a framlng

TN o RIREIE v
nw@ve or an' ‘authoritauve narrauve vorce Tlns gesture rs pralsed by crmcs llke

N s .;_‘ [RNE .

lWatson }‘,‘;;- By refusmg N the unequrvocally denotanve Coetzee l avonds | bcmg
:-“;';"‘"f assrmilated and reduced to al smgle canonrcal meanmglt (Watson 384) ln The
' ' J} i '

ew §tatesma Hamet Gilbert ldentrfres hrs desrre nol to collude wnh our

/

srmplrfymg-‘-our reducuon of everythmg froni or about South Afnea to black whnge .JTJ
dualny (28) The revulsxon of Ihe totallzrng means that the lines are blurred and |

| the reader rs loclred m 2 game of ever mcreasrng complexity The 1mpossrb1hty of

1"

ever knowmg ever transcendmg the ascnbed mode "or consc;ousness rs moved

'

' ccntre stage Meamngful acuon havmg been prevemed by the ageless ambrgurty/ of

n \"-‘r.r
| ||‘ ‘l

Llungs, the result 1s stasrs ', '. “ ,f ,‘ f‘f.” : “ e :}". S ‘\.5 - S {'-5.

TR ‘ S ',,.' RN
R y . - '
0 . ‘- ' g

ee S prmlegmg of plurahty, hrs ambxvalence ol‘ focu$ (Watson

390) B, p‘ yblemauzmg hrstory, character rnotwe flcuonal reallty.c he need never :

rndrcate a. "»posmou The recurrent gestures of mdetermrnacy and hesxtauon subsrst

at every level of , hlS fxcuon :' ‘Magda s narranves burgeon and the umfied spb)ect




presence of a full blooded 1deology (484) ST

/1‘ 0. en]oy the acrobaucs of Coetzee S prose to be wooéd mto playmg hterary

\“hide and seek rs to be lulled rnto pohueal quieusm To stop at Lhe fascmatxon of

" "rlhe dissoluunn: of character is. to buy mto deconstrucuon Lrberal conformrsm and

"‘h"‘-r - o

: 'compromlse are preserved by ‘a textual drspersal of the sub_]ect $0- radrcal' as to

r ‘1

";v'render n 1mpotem as any kmd of agent‘ at all least of all a revolunonary one. o

- .,

‘lf the proletanat can be reduwd to text trace symptom l. effect many tedrous

v '

‘wrangles can be’ overcome at a stroke (485) The earherr mments on Coetzee G

¥ '[ef{aoe'inemf of ecor;pmrc motive . are pemnem m thrs comext Coetzee s ficuonal
X -'“i pracuee lrke deconstrucuon provrdes you wrth all the nsks(of a: radnea} polrucs E

" whﬂe caneellmg the subject who mrght be summoned to become an’ agem of them 0

. v .,./ . . . .v ,‘ . o . N , . 1 . . ; . . . o ,
A i . L ' 3 T

"‘r“-; Eagleton s prepared to ‘"'adr‘nit ”that" there ,‘are ways Aof mterrogatmg

Ve
o . ‘\u‘."
. . "

tcxts--methods we can perhaps mfer from Coetzee s frcnon--whrch have the potenual

u.a

to shake acadenuc/rdeologleal dxscourse to xts roors What 1s at quesnon for hrm e.
‘,1s tlie approprianon of these msxghts and prowdures rn ways whrch obJectwely

legmmate bourgeors hegemony (486) The uses to whrch these msrgh\s and 3_ 1"413;.

pr@dures are to be put are not mdreated m Ooetzee s, fncuon nor \exphcrtly stated




P

the polmcal struggle""‘ The lattcr are Coetzee concedes serrous mtelhgent pcople

"bm [and this - but rs :

ot

w'l‘

ellmg] they are readmg my b00ks m a. cenam way (34'

; emphasrs mfne) Coetz.ee mnnot be nawe enough 0 - -assume that academics in’ the‘

. T
N REEA

United States do not also regd "’in ‘d. eerlam *way. He has hrs own vesled‘

\ . . \ o f i’

mterests m kecpmg polmcs and novels apart The parlxcular ways of readmg whlch

he rejects are ’ mﬂuenced by Mamsm and Thrrd World thmkmg\ , My ongmal”

n i [

quesuon was what was thc potentral of Coetzee s work for rcomnbuuon to polmcal'

. ‘ O ®

debate and to change m South Afrrca” jl‘hat he is ready to'" dlssocrate hrmself

'

from the peOple he hves among in order 2 to gam the applause of hrs u. S ’

audrence that he feels hewcan afford not to engage ymh the major forces for

.
l ) " L \

change in current South Afrrcan polmcs seems to mdrcate thar Coetzee could nol,

‘i -‘r"

. ' o mre I( thrs 1s hrs prenf se" the lnkehhood »of ms makmg any srgmfrcanl

1 » N ' ' r' - "
conmbuuon rs neghgrble. T I L
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, ‘" 7 V. Conclusion
‘ L | ! ) A v }“, Coe

J.M. _Coctzec has been reeognized' as an exceptionally. talented writer ‘and has

L

won several major prizes, Ih_the Heart of the Country and Waiting  for ‘the

B\arllg‘ rians bothCW the premier South ,Afnean literary award fhe CNA: pnze "‘ o
Life .and Timts of Mlqhael K . won | the Booker «Prize in _1983. Coetzee's

publications ine)ude not only n0vels ‘but ‘also translations. lmgurstlc s\udres and '

literary criticis‘m“ It is not surprising that, as an ihternationally acclaimed. writer,

, | he has l‘requently been given space in . newspapers and magazmes to air his views
on South African hterature and polmgs ‘Neither s ll surprismg that his novels |

- . should be mterrogated wrth regard 10 hlS political posmon

As Coetzee himself mentions, in South. Africa the: dommant attitude towards .

\yriting' is that it should indicate where it belongs in "the ‘struggle." The majority
of -:a"’l'l\le‘rate South Africans regard aesthetrcxsm as' a_ bourgeois l'uxuryt .‘Literature _

which is pnmértly concemed with ltsclf as artefact ‘which stresses 1ts htet'armess at
the expertse of* its politics lS‘ dismtssed as urreleyant. Thts attitude privileges those | .> C, l‘
forms of cultural . production  #hich ‘best‘ serve as a vehicle for social comment. |
For ndyelistic practice, realism' is déemed the best vehicle.. ~ These are the dominant
assumptions about wntmg in the culture in Whlch JM. Coetzee produces hrs
novels As the texts belong in a self- conscxaus metafictional, post modemxst mode
,.“.’;‘,;‘ - his readers fmd it hard to rdenttfy them as being either for or against the regime.
| n v Coetiee s South Afnean audienee which reads expectmg declarauve polmcal

messages with direc gference t0e South “Africa, often fmds his novels disappomtmg

His mtemauonal readership. however has dtfferent sets of expectations--ones which
it frequently feels dre met " These readers approach hls works waiting ‘for Him to
impart deep gnd meamngl‘ul observations on man and society and man and. nature
Content simply to examine lns texts thematically. hts mtemauonal reviewers
universahze ihe srtuatxons his novels deccnbe and frequently naturahz.e hxs ficttoh aq

politieal allegory. " Tlus type ot‘ readmg dlvests his works of their potential Lo

.,

£,
s,

3 - . s t T . N



’ subveraive‘ impact. Toll reduce Coetzee's novels to allegory is to justify ccrtaln
power structures as metaphysical condrttons Mankmd ls locked in an endlessly
repeated cycle of vrolence in which Man. 1s ertlter Master or Slave "’lvn' the end
, there rs no dlstmctton between the torturer and the tortured (Ahleman 21); “they
are both sides of the same coin, a coin on which is stamped "Hum‘anity.
This kind of. understanding of 'ihis“' works yleld§ very littl‘e‘ that is ncw. and
' ._certain’ly‘ notm?fg that  could chartge attitudcs towards 'colonialism and/or '

neo- colomalrsm ~ When Nadme Gordrmer crltlcrzes the: allegorical lnterpretauon of

Life and Ttmes of Mrchael K and savs Mar(\‘to‘mes Everyman (that bore)™ (3).

she is pointing out -the failure i+ of allt:g{o‘r_)L to™ effect a change in consciousness.
: l-ler own reading stresses the .particularity of Michael K the Cape C‘Loloured, and

her desire is to move away from th¢ unjversalizing impulse in order ‘10 focu-s on
the - spectftc hrstortcal and geogra M/vv rdinates - Jof the novel. This kind of .
readmg is seldom accommodated by Coetzee s “novels, however, because of their

»

spatlal‘and temporal dislocation. Readers who want to find political 'materlal' in his
novels are hard pressed. Consequenﬁr many olT his reviewers have been thrown
“back onto their metaphysrcaf notron of the ageless‘ ambiguity , of thtngs (Ableman
21)--an ambiguity which will remain as long as crltics and reviewers invest it with
value. _\

Coetzee's novels repeatedly signal. that they are not a vv‘wdo‘w on reality. not a
slice of ltfe or. a nugget of truth In the foregro‘unding' of " their f‘ictionality. ~his
. texts enact the constructed nature ol‘ storres and the relatrvrty of truth. The -
profusion of -metafictional devices and the disruption of plot and character e‘xemplify;
Coetzee's‘ talente as an experimental‘ writer.. His manioulationl’ of narrative in. In

the Heart of the Country and—Dusklands provides us wrth useful lnsrghts into the

c°ntrahty of discursrve practrce in the creation of tdentlty and the exerctse- of
&

power. He reveals ln his: frcttons how the legitimations people and factlons ‘use

_are matltfestattons of certain consensual beliefs and have in fact .no mherent truth. °

-



-m.,"'~ \,,,‘I\77'
Coetzee explores and exemplrftes the arbttrary and duphcttous nature of Ianguage
Hls narratrve techmques lmply that htstory equals -the stories that a culture chooses
“to tell itself, in the‘ same Way that the autonomous indivrdual is no more than the :
‘sum "lolf 'the stories it ehooses to relatle.. The givens by which we live our lives
‘ are ‘no more than chimerical fictions,‘ always prone to dispersal and~ collapse.

This perception of reality'” appears 10 be a far cry from the complacent
assumptions of Coetzee's critics and review'ers He  starts ont from a' posmon
;whrch is shared by radicals and Marxrsts one of suspicion of language, of rhetonc o
of truth.‘ He diverges from them in refusing to indicate a choice about how to
tacklc the contingent or whether to align oueself with the regime or . the enemy,
A narrative .theory of history or identity is. an interesting - intellectual conundrum but
it does not explain how one might effect any change _in the balance of power

[

either In the South. African context or elsewhere. The li'terary notion of textuality
and th: | tnfmtte free play of meamng. tn the South Afnmn context, smacks rather
of the ageless ambxgutty of things -These are the notions that Coetzee plays wrth
in his ftction' they amount to a deferral of moral choice.

Cnttcs like Vaughan and chh would hke to have Coetzee make a more
declarattve statement of his position. Apologtsts for his ambtvalence reply that
"Coetzee is writing fictlon’ a type of - fiction, moreover which is not realism and
which, therefore does not need. to obey the- 1zftter s mvanable demand that the
lndlvrdual event -be related to the wnder social ‘and economrc processes (Watson "
377). ‘I'he issue here is the dmsrbrhty or mdrvrsrbihty of hterature and politics.

N

- Watson, hke many of* Coetzee S tother cnttcs and revrewers 1ns1sts on their

: '».sep'aratiOn In South Africa. the dominant attrtude is that writers are accountable

" to their society. in less turbulent countries like the States, thé mststence on
aocountability dwindles The amtude which most closely resembles Coetzee s own s
SETEE

.3 and Thorold

: ﬂppmnt in the followms extract from the intervrew ‘with Wickst o

' And rt ts perhaps a mark of all critical activrty to. try to swallow one}



kind ‘of discourse with another kmd of drscourse. For‘ er’rarnple‘ in
" academic crr'ticis:m 10 swallow literature into a certam klnd of academrc‘, ’
discou’rse - And many of the unformed resrstances-~or martlculated -
‘ reststances--that people have towards the whole academic actrvrty seem. 10 .
be connected with a sense that one dtscourse ls swallowrng another when"'
one may not want that.. And what I am now resisttng is the attempt to
.swallow m'y” novels into ‘a political drscourse Because I'm not prepared-
.to concede that the one krnd of drscourse is larger or more prtmary than.
the "other. So that attempts to swallow up - the intention that lies m or
behind a book of mme--let $ .assume: l‘or the. moment ‘that, there is .an |
mtentron there--wrth some wrder or’ more all embracmg, more swallowmg_‘
notron of social mtention--l have to resist them because frankly. my .,
allegrances lie with the -discourse of ‘the novels and not wrth the drscourse

of politis. (5 - N |
Coetzee’s, use of the word swallowing here is very' lnteresting. "‘He implies that
it is a nega‘nve action and says that he is. resisting being ‘swallowed by Marxrsts
He downplays the fact that readers make sense of . wrrung by frtttng it into somé
prior srgmfying systeml and they cannot help but do this. This kind ol‘ activity is
neegssary for tlrle production of meoaning.. ~As Culler ‘po_ints out, at some point
. .'n.a'turali;arion or the é?inging of texts within a dlscursive order; is imperatlve: ~To -
, allow texts to remain completely open is t0 leave them. meamngless In this sense, -
| swallowmg is a crucral part of the interpretive act As Coetzee knows for all.
that swallowmg is necessary and nor"‘rér;al it is not neutral but always ‘ldcologically
'f.loaded . Coetzee may wish to resist berng swallowed by Marxrsts but his novels -
are repeatedly swallowed by other mterest groups A eoncrete example “of this is

.the whole edrfrce of the Unrted States book rndustry represented by crltres such as

‘Cynthxa Ozick and George Stemer ' Coetzee 5 novels are understood ‘as legltimatronsr m o

- of liberal inac_ﬂvl&)'. of consttuctxv_e engagement He has been understood as bemgg




7’|rl

techmques is a- rarefied one. Coetzee requrres a high level of literacy and a firm

L and character mdeterminate and undeetdable. - The eonsequenoe rs that Coetzee sl "

ragainst‘ the" ille’gal activlties of those people dubbed vanously | "'terrorists" .‘ and -
"frecdom fighters.” As <his novels demonstrate to speak” is’ to enter into a.
: signli‘ ying system in which power crrcula.tes endlessly One cannot not participate

regardlcss of ones desire. for neutrality : He knows (unless we are mught in' a

V.

| web of mdeterminacy where: nerther hts mterviews nor his novels "mean” anythmg)

)

that ‘the only absolute way to resnst bemg swallowed is to fall srlent

What then is he saymg"‘ and to whom is he speakmg" 1 have argued that -

he acts as & dta‘gnostictan of the .malady‘ ~of . Westem . culture and ‘that he examines

1

T Y N . W ) ) ] o R
- the interaction between man. - and - syst’em (language ‘systems pohtwal systems

philosophicai' syistems), ‘My objecuon to his articulauons of. this mteracuon is that -

.

*his .novels ‘inyite and reoerve umversahztng totahung tnterpretations that 1gnore the

SchlflClty ol‘ reality in ‘South Afnca in the Eighues ‘Hé writes of a. particular

htstoncai conjuncture and for a particula_r audtence yet consrstently suppresses that"

| parucularity Vaughan - is germane 'to . this pomt“’

What has e syt those South African racial- social groups not -
ascribed to the Western malady" Evrdéntly.. Coetzee 'is: only being

.conslstent if he has nothipg to say to them. thhm the terms of hIS ;.

\
own‘ aesthetic he can have nothrng to- say Given the erosion of the

*

liberal tntelhgentsia - he wntes therefore 10 2 declining. narrowmg

"readership His work partakes of the doom of wlnch he ’ writes. . There

is no scope for . mteraction w1t'h other work of dlfferent racral soctal .

R ‘origm. promdmg within oontemporary South Africa (134) _
iThe South Afrlcan audrence capable of apprectating Coetz.ee s noyeh'stic

'}’literary background His formal disruptions and metafictional mottfs mvolve his .
_‘_readers in games of ever-incneasms complexity where the soverergnty of the subject
: "]"and the logic oi‘ ‘plot - aie fractured and challenged These ambtguities render plof R

R




- his right

. o R e ! o o, Sy o . " . . . o ; PR

T oo N . . Ki P o . ' . . o . '
R S S o .80 ‘
L " o . X .“ S o . , . D, . ) ' “ Vo I . !

'
Vo

E "-'stance on anythmg, , polmcs mcluded cannot be mferred from his texts "His work'
. has been understood as both v:sxon ‘to- the nerve centre of bemg and "literary

‘hxde and seek " 'I'he obvxous conclus1on ls that lus ftctions are slmply ‘what ‘we

£ I

) want them to mean | Coetzee is -an mternauonally recogmzed author and scholar

He is - clearly a man of great mtelhgence and expanswe leaming He has hlghlyl‘

.

‘developed skllls as a writex of flCllOn ‘ For all these reasons he 1s ina posluon

10 make a slgmflcant contnbuuon to change m hls country. both mtemally and'

‘abroad. He could jf hc wxshed sdence attempts to subsume hls works mto the

'culture that is happy to behevet that constructxve engagement 1s a humane pohcyi. |

towards South Afnca “ However the theoretlcal prermses from whlch he wrltes :

'.t(and I‘ have shown that these xmply also polmcal phnlosophxcal and moral‘
: prermses) and the amblgulty of h1s ﬁcuons seem deliberately chosen to allow hlm'

0 remam s1lent ‘on ‘an - issue where sxlence xs reprehensxble Coetzee s mststence on.’ .

o be sxlent seems to be an abuse of his talents of hxs’educauon of h:s

o fellow countrymen and won;en and ultimately of hlmself
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