
77 

J. M. COETZEE 

Born: Cape Town, South Africa; February 9, 1940 

Principal long fiction 
Dusk/ands, 1974; In the Heart of the Coimtry, 1977; Waiting for the 

Barbarians, 1980; Life & Times of Michael K, 1983; Foe, 1986. 

Other literary Corms 
Although J. M. Coetzee has published a number of book reviews and es

says. primarily dealing with South African authors and Thomas Hardy, these 
have not been collected in book form. 

Achievements 
Coetzee is recognized as one of South Africa ·s finest writers. one whose al

kgorical fiction suggests that apartheid is but a particularly virulent expres
sion of man·s will to dominate. At the same time. like many contemporary 
writcrs. he is acutdy aware of probkms of language and representation. and 
his fiction rctkcts an increasing preoccupation with the complex interplay of 
language. imagination. and experience. It is Coetzec \ distinctive achieve
ment to fuse such philosophical concerns with prohing social and psychologi• 
cal insights. 

Although Coctzee's career is very much in progrt.:ss . he has :ilready re
ceived m,iny prestigious literary awards. His second book. /11 the Heart of 
tlze Country. won South Africa ·s premier literary award. the Central News 
Agency (CNA) prize. in 1977. Waiting for tlze Barbarians. chosen as one of 
the Best Books of 1982 by The New York Times. won the CNA prize. the 
Geoffrey Faber Mt:morial Prize. and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize: 
Life & Times of Michael K won Great Britain's Booker Prize in 1983. In 
1987. Coetzee received the Jerusalem Prize for writing "that contributes 10 

the freedom of the individual in society.'' 

Biography 
Juhn Michael Coetzee was born in Cape Town. South Africa. in 1940: he 

was educated in computer science and in linguistics in South Africa and the 
United States. and he received his Ph.D. in linguistics from the Cniversity of 
Texas in 1969. He served as an assistant professor of English at the State Uni
versity of New York at Buffalo. and later as a lecturer in English at the Uni
versity of Cape Town. 

Anal)·sis 
Although contemporary South Africa is seldom mentioned or referred to 
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explicitly in J.M. Coetzee·s novels, the land and the concerns of that country 
permeate his works; one may see this indirect approach as an evasion of the 
censorship which must be a factor for any writer in that state. but this nec
essary blurring of temporal and geographic actualities also endows each work 
with uni\'ersal overtones. On one level, Coetzee·s novels deal with the suffer
ing that human beings inflict on one another. whether as agents of the state 
or as the victims of their own obsessions. On another level. concurrent with 
this one. the obsessions and those in their grip form the major thematic cen-
ters of the greater part of his fiction. . 

Coetzee ·s first major work, Dusk/ands. is composed of two novellas. The 
\/iemam Projecr and The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee; the common thread 
that runs through the two seemingly unrelated pieces is the obsession of each 
protagonist with the personal dimension of colonization. Eugene Dawn. the 
narrator of The Viemam Project, is a mythographer inquiring into the ef
ficacy of America's propaganda in Vietnam. His c;iiscovcries are disturbing 
and soul-shattering to the point that Dawn is driven to kidnap his child from 
his cstranged wift: and use him ·as a hostage. In the course of his confronta
tion with the poli,:e. Dawn stabs his son. marveling at the case with which thc: 
knik slips into the flesh. He is last seen in an insane asylum. his conscious
nc:ss peopled with images of power and powerlessness. 

The second novella purports to be a n;Jrrative of an cightc:cnth century 
Boer settler, translated from the Dutch by J . M. Coctzcc, with an afterword 
by Coetzcc·s father. The account relates a trek undertaken ostensibly to hunt 
elephants but really to sec what lies beyond the narrator's immediate envi
ronment. The decorous, antiquarian headings which break up the nar• 
rative-"Journey Beyond the Great River," "Sojourn Among the Great 
Namaqua"-eontrast strangely to the horrors endured both by the narrator 
and by the tribespeople he meets. Stricken with illness, Jacobus remains with 
the not-yet-colonized Namaqua, whose relations with him are at times 
contemptuous, at times nurturing, but never the expected ones of respectful 
native to European explorer. Jacobus· Hottentot servants desert him to stay 
with the Namaqua, and naked, unarmed, and alone, he returns to civilization 
after an arduous journey. He goes back to the land of the Namaqua with 
troops and takes his revenge on the tribespeople, who have shown him less 
respect than he wanted. 

Throughout, the narrator hints, almost unconsciously, at what he is seek
ing: a sense of limits, and therefore a definition of his self. This motif is 
introduced in the first novella by Dawn's analysis of the hate felt by Ameri
cans toward the Vietnamese: "Our nightmare was that since whatever we 
reached for slipped like smoke through our fingers, we did not exist . . .. We 
landed on the shores of Vietnam clutching our arms and pleading for some
one to stand up without flinching to these probes of reality .. . but like every
thing else they withered before us." 

i 
i 
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This concern with boundaries seems to stem from the physical environ
ment of the vast African plain, into which Jacobus expands endlessly but 
joylessly. There are no rules, and Jacobus is worried by the possibility of 
"exploding to the four corners of the universe." There is an unmistakable 
grandeur in such a concept, one that reflects the position of the powerful in 
relation to the powerless. but it is a qualified grandeur. It is one that Coet
zee's protagonists reject, drawing back from the spurious apotheosis of limit
less being, understanding that it is not worth the dreary awareness of the 
void. Transcendence cannot occur when there is nothing to transcend. 

Indeed, transcendence is the object of the quest for all of Coetzee·s main 
characters. and what they seek is the obstinate. obdurate object that will 
resist them to the point that they know that they exist. and against which 
they may define themselves. This quest is an important factor in Coetzce·s 
second book. In the Heart of the Coumry. a novel written in the form of a 
diary kept by a young woman on a sheep farm. The farm is isolated in the 
featureless landscape. and Magda has recourse to fantasies. terrible and 
bloody. of rc\'cnge on her father. who to her has always remained an 
"absence ... Little by little. Magda peopks her life. writes \'ariations on rea
sons that she wants to kill her father. imagines situations in which she hl.!
cornes the sen·ant of her father and his brown mistn:ss. and ultimately kills 
him. more or less hy ;Kcident. while hi.: is making love to Anna. the wik of 
the servant Hendrik. The uncertainty of the act's reality lingers after the 
occurrence: th\.! father really has been shot. however. and takes several days 
to die. 

Al this point. the diary takes on a more straightforward tone. as if the dif
ficulty of disposing of the body has finally focused Magda's life. Hendrik and 
Anna arc mo\'ed into the house. and Magda begins sleeping with Hendrik. 
who now seems to despise her and who treats her as if she were the servant. 
Eventually. worried that they will be blamed for the murder of Magda's fa
ther. Hendrik and Anna disappear in the middle of the night. and Magda is 
left alone in the great house. 

Without money. without any visible means of support. she manages to he 
into an old age in which she hears voices from airplanes passing overhead. 
The \'Oices say things which she takes to be comments on her condition: 
"Lacking all external enemies and resistances. confined within an oppressi\·e 
narrowness and regularity. man at last has no choice but to turn himself into 
an adventure." The solipsism which is evidenced in the earlier part of the 
diary (and which is a function of the diary form) is thus recalled to cast doubt 
on the truth of what Magda has been writing. Has all the foregoing been the 
product of a spinster's fe"ered imal!ination? Every event surrounding the fa
ther's murder a'nd burial may ha;e been so. and Magda herself ~\·onders 
wheth~r her father will come striding back into her life. Yet the one point in 
which Magda truly lives is the point where her father has ceased being an 
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absence. when the weight and increasing rigidity of his corpse ha,·e lent real
ity to his dutiful daughter's heretofore thwarted love. 

This relationship between the violent act and the affirmation of one's iden
tity. along with the; connection between hate and love. between master and 
slave. between the tortured and the torturer, forms the central theme of 
\\ ai1i11g for the Barbarians (the title of which alludes to a poem by C. P. 
Cavafy). An unnamed. aging magistrate of a town on the far borders of "the 
Empire .. narrates the story of an attempt by the Empire to consolidate its 
northern border against the depredations of .. the barbarians,'' nomads who 
have heretofore existed peacefully-with the exception of some dubious 
raids-in the face of increasing expansion by the agrarian settlers. The mag
istrate is far more interested 'in comfort. his books. and his antiquarian 
researches into the ancient sand-buried buildings near the town than he is in 
the expansion of empire. He is disturbed by the arrival of the sinister Colonel 
Joli of the --Third Bureau," a police force given special powers for the dura
tilin of the "emer!!cncy." 

:\t tirst. the m.1~istratc merely resents the intrusion of st'1ch affairs into the 
~omnulcnt world th;1t keeps him comfortable. He is severely shaken. how
L·,·er. hy the torture of two obviously innocuous prisoners (and the killing of 
one of them) by Joli. ,\s a result. thi.: magistrate is compelled to place.: him
sdf. quiet sc.:r-vant of the Empire.:. in opposition to the civilization to which he 
has been dedicated. 

foll has taken out an c.:xpe<lition to capture barbarians. some of whom he 
interrogates upon his return . The magistrate cannot simply ignore what is 
happening. but neither can he act. When Joli leaves. the barbarians arc re
lc.:ased and they depart: they have left behind a girl who has been tortured: 
H~r eyes have been burned and her ankles broken in order to wring informa
tion from her father. The magistrate takes her into his house and enters into 
a bizarre relationship with her, one which consists of washing her swollen feet 
and badly healed ankles; the washing progresses to the other parts of her 
body. but there is no straightforward sexual act. During these ministrations, 
both the magistrate and the girl fall asleep, a normal sleep for the girl but a 
heavy drugged torpor for the man. 

He cannot fathom his fascination with this girl who has been so cruelly 
marked, but he begins to understand that perhaps it is her damaged quality 
which so attracts him. She is unresponsive to him, accepting his tenderness as 
he imagines she accepted her torture, passive, impenetrable. He decides to 
take her back to her people after he realizes that to her, he and Colonel Joll 
are interchangeable, two sides of the same empire. 

After an arduous journey, he and his small party come face-to-face with 
the barbarians in the mountains; he gives the girl back to them, since she ex
presses her desire to leave him and civilization. Upon his return, he is 
arrested by the occupying force of the empire on charges of collaborating 
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with the barbarians. A new policeman has installed himself in his office, and 
the magistrate goes to his cell almost gladly: "I had no duty to her save what 
it occurred to me to feel from moment to moment: from the oppression of 
such freedom who would not welcome the liberation of confinement?" 

He manages to escape. but returns, knowing that he cannot survive in the 
open spaces. Eventually he is released: The expedition against the barbarians 
has been a dismal failure, the town is emptying of soldiers and civilians, and 
the Empire is crumbling at the edges. He assumes his former responsibilities 
and tries to prepare the town for approaching winter. The novel ends with 
the same image that has haunted his dreams: children playing in the snow in 
the town square. Yet the children are making a snowman, not a model of the 
empty town. and the faceless girl is not among them. 

The Empire could be anywhere: Its geography encompasses Africa as well 
as Mongolia or Siberia. The townspeople are not described physically, and 
the barbarians· description is that of Mongols. Colonel Joli anu the warrant 
officer-and their methods-evoke the Gestapo, the KGB. or. for that mat
ter. the South African police. The time appears to be set in a future so dis
tant that sand dunes have engulfcu builuings of staggering anti4uity. What 
docs endure. Col!tzee seems to be saying. arc the sau constants of human 
history: the subjugation of the wl!ak by the strong. the effects of slavery on 
masters as well as slaves. and the impotence of goou intentions. If the mag
istrate has survived. it is because the Empire has considered his rebellion of 
no consequence. 

It is uiflicult to present limited expectations as an affirmation of the value 
of life. This subject. touched on in \\"airing for the Barbarians. is realized in 
Life & Times of Michael K. a novel set in a South Africa of the future. 
Coetzee had. until this novel. furnished his readers with introspective. articu
late narrators who reveal their complicated thoughts in precise language. 
With Life & Times of Michael K. he departed from this pattern. 

Michael K's survival is precarious from the beginning of his life; born with 
a deformed lip. he must be painstakingly fed with a spoon by a mother re
pelled by his appearance. Anna K. a domestic worker. takes him with her 
when she works. When he reaches school age. he is put in an institution for 
the handicapp.:d. where he learns a bit of reading and writing and the skills 
of the unskilled: ·•scrubbing, bedmaking. dishwashing, basket weaving. 
woodwork. and digging:· E\'entually. at the age of fifteen. he joins the Parks 
and Gardens service and becomes a gardener. a job to which he returns after 
an attempt at night work. 

At the age of thirty-one. K recei\'es a message to fetch his mother from the 
hospital. For a time. they live together in Anna ·s old "servant"s room·• -a 
windowless cubicle under a staircase. originally meant for air-conditioning 
equipment that was neYer installed-but a riot in the vicinity of the apart
ment buildings convinces them to lea\'e. Anna. as her dropsy gets worse. har-

•· 
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bars a confused dream of returning to the farm where she spent her child
hood. She has saved some money. and K attempts to buy a railroad ticket. 
but a bureaucratic nightmare of reservations and permits forces them to 
walk. the son pushing his mother on a two-wheeled cart which he has built 
with persistence and ingenuity. 

They travel through a disquieting landscape: At times thronged with 
people leaving the city, at times ominously empty, the roads are the domain 
of enormous army convoys. whose purpose and destination remain un
known. but which. along with the riots in the cities. indicate an ongoing civil 
war in the unnamed country. 

Towns still exist. however. and it is in one of these that Anna and K stop: 
exhaustion and exposure to the cold rain have aggravated the mother's ill
ness. and K takes her to a hospital where. after a few days. she dies. A nurse 
hands K a box of ashes, tells him that these are his mother's remains. and 
sc.:nds him on his way. He is robbed of his money by a soldier. but he keeps 
his mother's ashes. until he reaches an abandoned farm which might be the 
l>ne mc.:ntioned hy his mother. He <lc.:cides to live there. Thc.:re is a windmill 
rump on the farm. and its le:1king has formed an oasis in the barren land. K 
plants a gar<lcn thcre and sprinklc.:s his mother's ashes m'cr the.: soil. 

A grandson of thc dcparh.:d owncrs arrcars. secking safety from what is 
happening in thc cities. Dimly. K realizes that if hc stays. it will be as a ser
,·ant to this hoy: hc thcrcfore shuts off thc pump so that everything will die 
;ind he leaves. 

He is interned in a work camp from which he escapes. returns to the farm. 
and again plants his garden; the boy is gone, and K builds himself a shelter 
with stones and a piece of corrugated iron. One day. he secs men approach
ing. From concealment, he is somehow aware that these men must be "the 
other side," the antagonists to the dispirited government soldiers he has 
known. Although their donkeys destroy half his crop. K feels sympathy with 
these men. He makes plans to tend his garden so that there will be many 
crops and they will have more to eat when they come back. Ironically, the 
next soldiers are government soldiers, who appear months later, and they 
arrest K under suspicion of being connected to the rebels. They destroy the 
garden, explode the pump, and burn the farmhouse. K is again interned. 

Up to this point, the third-person account has been from K's point of view: 
a registering of random impressions by someone who has no language to 
impose a pattern on events, who seldom wonders how he must appear, and 
who periodically achieves states approaching the meditative or vegetative. 
The second section is a first-person narrative by the medical officer-a phar
macist in civilian life, but it seems that many old men have been called back 
to military service, indicating that the civil war has spread everywhere-of 
K's new camp. An articulate, compassionate man, reminiscent of the mag
istrate in Waiting for the Barbarians, he is by turns annoyed and inspired by 

► 
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K's refusal to eat "the food of the camp." When K escapes, the medical offi. 
cer convinces the aged commandant of the camp to report him dead. 

K has returned to the city whence he set out, and there he falls in with oth
ers who live by scavenging; he undergoes a sexual initiation among these 
people , who mean him no harm but by whom he is repelled. At the end of 
the third section, K has gained self-consciousness. His thoughts are now 
phrased in the first person and told to the reader: "I am a gardener." This 
burst of self-awareness does not cut his ties to what he has been before ; the 
final image is an emulation of the slow. patient rhythms of the earth: '' ... he 
would bend the handle of the teaspoon in a loop and tie the string to it, he 
would lower it down the shaft deep into the eart~, and when he brought it up 
there would be water in the bowl of the spoon; and in that way, he would say, 
one can live." 

Coetzee has been accused of being too political in his concerns and also of 
not being political enough; to accuse him of either is to miss the point of his 
novels. He is concerned with humanity. and what it means to be human. In 
Waiting for 1/ze Barbarians. the magistrate says of his torturers. '"They came 
to my cell to show me the meaning of humanity. and in the space of an hour 
they showed me a great deal.'' To be human is to suffer. but the one who 
causes the sufkring also suffers. and also is human. His hatred is twisted 
love. a rage against the victim fo r not pushing back. not allowing him human
ity. This is the rout of all evil in the world. and this is what Coetzcc shows. 
Humanity's hiswry is one of suffering. anJ th..: only way to escape suffering is 
to li\'I.! outsic.k hi~t1,ry. 
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