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CONSTRUCTIONS OF APARTHEID  
The Novels of J. M. Coetzee in an International Frame 

 
I sometimes wonder if it isn’t simply that vast and wholly ideological superstructure 
constituted by publishing, reviewing and criticism that is forcing on me the fate of 
being a ‘South African novelist’. 

J. M. Coetzee1 
 

Literature and the International Staging of Apartheid  
South Africa has been made available as an object of knowledge in particular ways. 
The presentation of apartheid on an international stage was culturally mediated 
through various channels, discourses, and institutions.2 These helped shape the 
international mobilisation of opposition to the policies of the ruling National Party 
regime. This process of mediation solicited specific forms of political commitment 
and moral approbation which were crucial to the maintenance of the anti-apartheid 
struggle at the international scale. Since the negotiated transition to democracy, 
established discourses for apprehending South African reality and positioning oneself 
with regard to that society have come under increasing critical scrutiny. In the light 
of current revisions of understandings of the relation between culture and politics 
during the period of apartheid, in this paper I want to explore the cultural mediation 
of apartheid in and through the discourses of metropolitan literary criticism.  
 From the late 1940s through to the 1990s, South Africa acquired “a 
notorious centrality in the contemporary political and ethical imagination which 
[gave] its writers a special claim on the world’s attention”.3 The work of certain 
white writers in particular, such as Alan Paton, Nadine Gordimer, André Brink, 
Breytan Breytenbach, and J. M. Coetzee, came to hold a central place in defining an 
international canon of respectable, liberal oppositional literature. Given the stringent 
censorship regulations that operated under apartheid, the international arena became 
essential to the continued political significance of both black and white South 
African writers. However, dependence on this international context also reflected a 
deeper socio-economic reality which will not be immediately altered under the new 
political dispensation. Cultural production in post-apartheid South Africa will 
continue to be shaped by socio-economic disparities that sharply differentiate the 
cultural practices and interests of different communities: “To be still reliant upon the 
buying power and the sympathetic ear of liberal European metropolitan centres is to 
be involved in a form of neo-colonial dependency, one which marks the ongoing 
inability of the majority of South African (Black) people to constitute a collective or 
national readership through lack of the necessary access to funds and institutions.”4 
With the demise of apartheid, it has been suggested in some quarters that such 
writers might now suffer the fate of other, earlier exemplars of dissident writing. 
Now that the stark moral certitudes which apartheid seemed to call forth have 
become complicated by the contingencies of the contemporary transitional period, 
one commentator has wondered whether fickle metropolitan audiences might now 
turn elsewhere for their literary heroes.5 Another suggests that “South African 
writers, once comfortably ensconced in their certainties, are now facing the new 
order with increasing doubts.”6 In this paper, I want to suggest that any sense of 
certainty associated with representations of apartheid were less a feature of the work 
of writers like Gordimer or Coetzee, but rather a founding assumption of the 
“regimes of value” through which ‘South African literature’ has been produced as an 
identifiable genre over the past forty years.7 
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 Lewis Nkosi has developed the notion of the ‘cross-border reader’ in 
order to understand the ways in which South African literary writing has been shaped 
by the necessity to address dispersed, divided, and fragmented audiences.8 The cross-
border reader needs to be understood theoretically as a factor constitutive of the very 
form of South African writing. Nkosi identifies the ways in which the cross-border 
reader is encoded into South African literary writing in its dominant realist aesthetic, 
containing a myriad of expository details characteristic of a genre of writing driven 
by the urge to inform and provide knowledge to a wider audience. The fractured and 
multiple audiences for South African writing imposes limitation as both the condition 
and subject of much of that literature, and produces writing characterised by an 
uncertain address to ‘virtual audiences’.9 This is exemplified by the frequent recourse 
to epistolary forms such as letters, journals, or diaries, forms which make visible the 
act of writing for a fictionalised audience.10 Fiction by white South African writers 
is, then, in no small part constituted from the outside in, shaped by the international 
audiences upon which it depended as the consequence of its own marginalisation 
from the everyday life and political and cultural struggles of the majority of South 
Africans. As a result of the need to negotiate multiple audiences and different 
political arenas, the meanings of South African literature were produced through a 
series of translations or transcodings, as the same texts moved from one context into 
others characterised by alternative ideological, political, and aesthetic imperatives. 
As a consequence, differences in geographical location become crucial in shaping the 
readings made of South African literary fiction.11   
 White South African writers were received into an international circuit of 
literary celebrity according to particular imperatives which determined the selection 
and evaluation of different texts and authors.12 In his account of the successful 
internationalisation of political opposition to apartheid, Rob Nixon argues that the 
mobilisation of opposition to apartheid in the West had to negotiate fundamental 
incompatibilities between the political radicalism of organised opposition in South 
Africa, where liberalism was at best a beleaguered tradition, and the need to mobilise 
an essentially liberal constituency in the West.13 Campaigns to mobilise international 
opposition to apartheid therefore necessarily required a certain degree of “cross-
cultural flexibility” in terms of what was politically serviceable.14 Writers from 
South Africa were often identified with those from Eastern Europe in Western 
shaping understandings of cultural repression and of ‘ecriture engage’: “Despite 
their ideological antipathy, anti-apartheid and anti-communist writers became 
bracketed in the West as emissaries of extremity whose presence was at once 
disquieting and reassuring. This improbable coupling warned liberal Westerners of 
the fragility of their own freedoms while paradoxically often reaffirming such 
audiences’ cosy self-content”.15 Writing by white South African authors was pulled 
into particular circuits of international literary evaluation shaped by liberal humanist 
values. In the early 1980s, one commentator suggested that apartheid had replaced 
the gulag as “the revealed outrage of the season”. A corollary of this was that the 
international reputations of white South African writers were based on the function 
they served in assuaging the guilt of their metropolitan audiences while also 
confirming their most cherished liberal presuppositions: “We love them for being 
South Africans for us”.16 The conflation of apartheid with Eastern European 
communism was based upon the fact that the success of anti-apartheid movements in 
the West rested on the construction of a cause of apparently “epic moral clarity”.17 
The successful internationalisation of anti-apartheid movements was dependent on 
the discursive transformation of apartheid into an essentially moral issue: “The 
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successful conversion of the anti-apartheid cause into a world movement was in large 
part proportionate to the Manichean clarity of the issues at stake, as a showdown 
between good and evil, victims and villains, black and white, oppressed and 
oppressors, the masses and a racist minority”.18 And this moralised staging of 
apartheid has continued into accounts of the transformation of post-apartheid South 
Africa that focus upon the activities of select individuals acting out an epic moral 
drama of reconciliation. 
 Literary writing by white South Africans was inserted into this moralised 
frame through which apartheid was constructed as an international issue. However, 
from the late 1970s onwards in particular, the cultural work that such fiction is made 
to do on this international stage is increasingly at odds with the domestic  concerns 
which shape that fiction. The emergence of black consciousness movements and the 
upsurge of all forms of resistance from black communities after 1976, precipitated a 
terminal crisis of liberalism as both  political ideology and literary aesthetic. This 
accounts for the characteristic introspection of white South African writing in the 
1980s: “It is an obsessional literature, haunted and introspective, urgent and 
compulsive. It tracks relentlessly and more or less pitilessly over the ever more 
restricted terrain to which, by virtue of its situation, it is condemned. It is a literature 
of parsimony and narrow depiction, in which the motions of generosity and 
expansiveness have had to be stilled, as unaffordable luxuries.”19 Forced to concede 
the limits which bound their writing and its relevance, white South African writers 
took  on the task of imagining the contours of post-apartheid identities. The resulting 
deconstruction of white subjectivity in the novels of Gordimer and Coetzee has been 
hailed as a ‘post-liberal’ project which parallels the ‘post-nationalist’ writings of 
Njabulo Ndebele.20  
 As white South African writing becomes increasingly self-reflexive 
about its own marginalisation and the problematisation of its authority in the 1980s, 
one might expect that it becomes increasingly difficult to contain within the frame of 
reference through which it was mediated for mainstream international literary 
publics. This is likely to be particularly the case with Coetzee’s texts, in which this 
interrogation of white authority is articulated through a rigorous textual 
experimentation with generic and narrative forms, a formal radicalism that, as we 
shall subsequently see, is met with increasing impatience in certain reading-
formations. 
 
The Fiction of Postcolonial Theory 
Coetzee’s fiction has been produced and received within multiple and overlapping 
regimes of cultural value.21 Interviewed in 1982, Coetzee noted that the favourable 
reception of his first three novels came largely from two quarters: “It has come first 
of all from people whose thinking is politically and historically fairly radical and, 
secondly, it has come from a fairly middle-of-the-road literary establishment”.22 
Coetzee regretted that neither of these two groups had shown very much interest in 
issues of formal radicalism. From the late 1980s, however, a new audience for his 
fiction has emerged, one which does show considerable interest in its formal 
characteristics. We can, then, identify three broad audiences through which 
Coetzee’s writing has been subjected to critical scrutiny and put into wider 
circulation. Firstly, his novels are internationally acclaimed within the mainstream 
English-speaking literary world, having won major literary awards in his native 
South Africa, in Britain and Europe, and beyond. Amongst this audience his fiction 
has been received as embodying a “powerful moral critique of apartheid”.23 This 
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particular reading-formation will be discussed in greater detail in the following 
section. Here, I want to briefly consider the second and third audiences for Coetzee’s 
writing. Within the dominant frameworks for assessing the political credentials of 
South African fiction during the 1970s and much of the 1980s, radical critics found it 
difficult to ascribe an unambiguously positive political evaluation to Coetzee’s 
work.24 Coetzee’s de-familiarising reinscription of South African reality into diffuse 
networks of overlapping geographical linkages and historical layers does not easily 
fit into the dominant realist aesthetic characterise of much post-war South Africa 
literature. In interviews Coetzee has cultivated a careful resistance to the standard 
gestures of the writer’s political responsibility, and in his critical essays he has 
explicitly marked his distance from both instrumentalist conceptions of writing and 
from understandings of the subordinate relation of fiction to history which have 
shaped the realist aesthetics of mainstream oppositional South African literature.25 
 If Coetzee’s novels have been the subject of charges that they do not deal 
adequately with the urgent demands of the representing reality of life under apartheid 
and articulating political response to it, then more recently they have been re-
evaluated by academic critics precisely because of their interrogation of the 
previously dominant realist aesthetic characteristic of so much South African 
literature. Novels previously found to be lacking in an appropriate political agenda 
are now found to have political significance. So, for example, Wohlpart observes that 
In the Heart of the Country has been subject to divergent readings on two levels: “the 
first demonstrates a lack of a radical political agenda in the novel whereas the second 
presents a true political thrust”.26 The positive re-evaluation of Coetzee’s novels 
coincides with the ascendancy of post-structuralist theories of interpretation, both in 
Europe and North America and in South Africa.27 This re-evaluation of the ‘political’ 
significance of Coetzee’s novels rests on a recognition of their formal radicalism that 
had previously been overlooked by critics of his early work.  
 The increasingly contested evaluations of the ‘political’ significance of 
Coetzee’s fiction are wrapped up in a more widespread transformation which has 
destabilised anti-apartheid discourses which were hegemonic during the 1970s and 
1980s. In the field of cultural politics, a thoroughgoing revision of previous rhetorics 
of transformation in the 1990s was first triggered by the controversial intervention of 
ANC activist Albie Sachs.28 As Atwell has argues, these debates about the relation 
between culture and politics must be considered as one of the main ‘contexts’ from 
which Coetzee’s fiction departs.29 South African cultural debates in the 1990s are 
characterised by an attempt to find a new ‘settlement’ between domestic and 
international discourses.30 There is now an increasing acknowledgement of the value 
of formal pluralism in cultural forms.31 In particular, the question of the degree of 
relevance of debates concerning postcolonialism to the South African society and 
culture has been widely considered.32 These discussions are of interest here not least 
because of the place that Coetzee’s fiction has come to hold in the working up of an 
international canon of postcolonial literary writing.33 Coetzee’s writing exemplifies 
the increasing convergence between post-structuralist theories of language and post-
colonial literary genres,34 and his fiction has been easily fitted into academic 
discussions of post-colonialism, not least because of his position as both a novelist as 
well as a professional theorist and critic. Coetzee’s novels are frequently approached 
as if they were essentially allegories of certain theoretical principles drawn from 
post-structuralism or deconstruction.35 Like all literary theory, postcolonial theory is 
characterised by a tendency to select certain texts, genres, authors, and formalistic or 
stylistic features and elevate these to the status of defining features of a singular 
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‘tradition’ of ‘postcolonial writing’.36 The construction of literary ‘postcoloniality’ 
easily repeats the tendency of western metropolitan avant-garde theory to read its 
own concerns into its objects of analysis, which are then in turn presented as 
embodiments and confirmations of the theory’s own premises.37 This structure of 
specular projection characteristics a reading-formation in which those texts which are 
selected and canonised are those which “can give back what the theory is looking 
for”.38 For example, Slemon’s discussion of the inscription of resistance in 
postcolonial literature explicitly privileges writings from what he calls the ‘second 
world’ - by predominantly white writers from former settler colonies like Australia, 
New Zealand, and Canada.39 In turn, the textual inscription of ambivalence and 
ambiguity is identified as the exemplary feature of postcolonial literature. It is this 
sort of construction of literary ‘postcoloniality’ which elevates the writing of 
Coetzee, characterised as it is by its overt inter-textual references to canonical 
novels, by tropes of allegory and mimicry, and by a studied ambivalence of 
narration, into the canon of postcolonial literature. But any attempt to elevate a single 
literary form or genre as the single model of post-colonialism is bound to marginalise 
other forms, not least because of the tendency towards universality which is inscribed 
within the category ‘postcolonialism’ itself.40 
  In the postcolonial reading of Coetzee’s novels, a distinctive 
understanding of colonialism is privileged as the framework for understanding 
contemporary South African society.41 Atwell suggests that Coetzee’s concentration 
on issues of race and colonialism to the exclusion of other themes is the mark of his 
being “a regional writer within South Africa.”42 Coetzee’s novels are therefore 
particularly accommodating to incorporation by contemporary theories of colonial 
discourse, in so far as his novels address the colonial traces not so much of South 
Africa as a whole, but of the Cape in particular. In readings of Coetzee’s work 
framed by contemporary theories of colonial discourse and postcolonialism, South 
Africa is not only constructed as a particular variant of colonialism, but of 
colonialism theorised as a set of discursive practices for the construction of colonial 
subjectivities. South Africa thus becomes just one example of a generic colonialism, 
one which “cannot be historicized modally, and that ends up tilted towards a 
description of all kinds of social oppression and discursive control.”43 The historical 
specificity of apartheid as a regime of governance and accumulation is thus elided, as 
apartheid is assimilated to an essentially de-historicized model of oppression.44  
 The canonisation and circulation of a selected tradition of postcolonial 
writing within an academic reading-formation depends upon the prior working-up of 
certain texts and authors in another separate, but related arena of cultural judgement, 
that of the non-academic literary review. This arena of criticism has considerable 
cultural authority in determining the selection and transmission of particular texts 
and authors. 45 In the next section, I want to examine the specific terms of reference 
which shaped the reception of Coetzee’s fiction in this sphere in Britain and North 
America, and how in turn certain understandings of South African society and of 
apartheid were put into circulation through this process of ‘translation’. Given the 
dominant notion of literature as a repository of universal humanistic moral values 
that underwrites this genre of criticism, literature can be expected to have been 
understood as a privileged medium for the articulation of critiques of apartheid in a 
moral register. 
 
Making Coetzee Available  
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Nkosi has suggested that the metropolitan journalistic review has been constitutive of 
a particular notion of ‘South African literature’ as the product of white writers 
working in the English language.46 Taking the leading literary reviews from New 
York and London as my ‘sample’, in what follows I shall try to trace the discursive 
dimensions of this non-academic reading-formation, into which Coetzee’s novels 
have been inscribed and through which they have been made available for 
consumption by a more general international literary public in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Coetzee is of interest not least because his fiction is marked by a highly developed 
reflexivity regarding practices of canonisation.47 For this reason, we might suppose 
that the reception of Coeztee’s fiction would tend to make visible the norms of 
reception and canonisation through which his work has been constructed as 
exemplary of a certain form of ‘South African literature’. 
 A recurring theme in reviews of literary writing by white South African 
authors during the years of apartheid is that of South African writers being ‘trapped’ 
by their location into dealing repeatedly with the same themes of living in an 
oppressive society. This theme frames the commentary on the first of Coetzee’s 
novels to receive widespread attention in metropolitan literary circles, In the Heart of 
the Country, 48 published in Britain and USA in 1977: “One of the tragedies facing 
all serious South African authors still living in that country is that they are trapped 
into dealing with human beings who are almost exclusively afflicted by racialism.”49 
South African society is presented here as synonymous with apartheid, as a 
singularly and uniquely racist society, such that race is identified as the only axis of 
power of significance. In turn, racism is routinely understood as an historical 
anachronism, the result of irrational belief systems. The figure of Magda in this novel 
is understood as “a powerful image of outdated conventions and the struggle to erode 
them.”50 This same theme of writers being constrained to write about the politics of 
apartheid, and of this being an intrusion upon the proper tasks of the novelists 
vocation, reappear in commentaries of Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians. One 
review describes South Africa as a culturally isolated society, and concludes that 
writers therefore find it difficult to “address themselves to themes of any wider 
significance than those represented by the tragic dilemma of their country.”51 
 According to this perspective, then, South African writing suffers from 
being forced into being overtly political. The space for the proper subject-matter of 
the novel, for private inter-personal relationships, is squeezed in a society understood 
to be uniquely saturated with public, political significance.52 The political nature of 
South African fiction is at one and the same time the source of its attraction for 
international audiences, yet also the source of disappointment amongst reader-
reviewers who prefer individual characterisations rather than typological 
characterisations. Coetzee’s novels are often valued to the extent that they escape the 
received conventions of politically committed literature. This judgement is in turn 
often made through comparison with other white South African writers, and most 
often with Nadine Gordimer.53 The sense that the politics of South African society is 
too imposing a subject to make for truly great literature is found, for example, in one 
review of Coetzee’s Age of Iron and Gordimer’s My Son’s Story. The allusive 
qualities of Coetzee’s allegory of illness, death, and decay considered to be the 
qualities that “raises it above the level of a political novel or a roman a thése”.54 On 
the other hand, Gordimer’s novel is judged to be too weighed down by it’s authors 
urge to write explicitly about politics in South Africa: “it’s a good read and good 
journalism. It informs and explains. But it’s too banal and too explicit to be good 
art.” Gordimer’s political urges are seen to impinge upon the quality of the novel’s 
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writing. A dualism is set up in this sort of evaluation, between the novels which 
escape the murky traps of a society saturated with political significance, and novels 
which apparently succeed in rendering political reality but are, by this very token,  
condemned to a lesser aesthetic judgement. This same economy of judgement is used 
to compare Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians with André Brink’s A Chain of 
Voices. Coetzee’s work, it is argued, is infused with “artistic purpose”, Brink’s 
merely with “moral purpose”, a distinction which, it is argued, is reflected in the 
relative qualities of their respective writing styles. Coetzee’s writing is judged to be 
the product of slow, skilled, meticulous deliberation, whereas Brink is condemned by 
the judgement that he “writes fast”.55 In reviews, Coetzee is positioned both as part 
of a tradition of committed anti-apartheid writing, but also as a writer whose work 
succeeds in escaping the conventions of politically committed fiction and thus 
elevating itself to the status of ‘art’.         
 The notion of South Africa as an enclosed, isolated society underwrites a 
very particular understanding of the allegorical qualities of Coetzee’s fiction. For 
Bernard Levin, Waiting for the Barbarians Coetzee escapes the ‘trap’ imposed upon 
South African literary writing of having to deal with immediate political realities by 
dis-locating his narrative. The novel contains no specific reference to South Africa as 
such, and so Levin takes the narrative to be “timeless, spaceless, nameless and 
universal”.56 Allegory is understood here in conventional terms as a trope which 
turns on a relation between the particular as a way of rendering general or universal 
themes. This understanding of allegory often allows writers like Coetzee or 
Gordimer to be salvaged for the humanist literary tradition, by arguing that they do 
not write exclusively about a South African situation but rather about the general 
human condition: “Mr. Coetzee sees the heart of darkness in all societies, and 
gradually it becomes clear that he is not dealing in politics at all, but inquiring into 
the nature of the beast that lurks within each of us, and needs no collective stimulus 
to turn and rend us.”57 Any significance beyond South Africa is ascribed not to the 
realm of politics but to the realm of morality. For Levin, the universal qualities of 
this novel lie in this move beyond politics, a move that is taken to be the proper task 
of literature. The same sort of judgement is routinely made in those commentaries on 
Coetzee’s fictions which alight upon their qualities as ‘allegories’ or ‘parables’ of 
essentially moral principles. Coetzee’s novels “have a suggestion of parable about 
them. Sometimes they imagine further forms of man’s inhumanity to man [...] and 
sometimes we are allowed to interpret them more specifically, their moral brought 
nearer to home.”58 This interpretation of the allegorical qualities of Coetzee’s novels 
allows any particular reference that they may contain about culture or politics in 
South Africa to be re-written as simply another lesson of general moral significance. 
If universal moral significance is registered in and through a reading of ‘South 
African literature’ in this way, then in turn ‘South Africa’ is discursively transformed 
into just a particular example of a more general, universal moralised theme of 
tyranny, suffering, and individual artistic conscience. 
 Irving Howe’s review of Life and Times of Michael K reiterates the 
theme of the dilemma facing South African writers trapped by their location: “A 
great commanding subject haunts the South African imagination, yet this subject can 
also turn into a kind of tyranny, close, oppressive, even destructive. Imagine what it 
must be like to live as a serious writer in South Africa: an endless clamor of news 
about racial injustice, the feeling that one’s life is mortgaged to a society gone rotten 
with hatred, an indignation that exhausts itself into depression, the fear that one’s 
anger may overwhelm and destroy one’s fiction. And except for silence or 
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emigration, there can be no relief.”59 Howe goes on to question whether the real 
significance of Coetzee’s writing lies in an apparent move beyond politics to 
universal themes. As he observes, one of the effects of this sort of understanding is 
the suggestion the particular realities of apartheid society lay beyond a political 
solution. But, as in other reviews, the implicit assumption of Howe’s commentary is 
that the ‘serious writer’ from South Africa is a white South African. In this reading-
formation, ‘South African literature’ is understood as an exclusively white tradition.  
 Conceptions of ‘allegory’ are central to the readings undertaken of 
Coetzee’s writing. Coetzee has observed that there is a persistent tendency to 
approach literature produced under conditions of state censorship as if it were 
necessarily allegorical. Although his reference here is to post-war Poland, the 
observation holds as true to the reading of South Africa under apartheid. And as 
Parry argues, the self-reflexive theoretical sophistication of Coetzee’s fiction 
suggests that readings of his novels as simple political allegories are probably wide 
of the mark, and might be better read as commentaries on the impossibility of this 
form.60 The genre of non-academic literary review shares an essentially mimetic 
conception of the functioning of allegory with much of the left-leaning academic 
criticism of Coetzee’s novels. According to this conception, texts are approached in 
order to measure their distance from a pre-existing conception of the dimensions of 
an essentially extra-textual reality. In non-academic reviews, Coetzee’s allegorising 
is understood as a politically duplicitous escape from historical reality, as in the case 
of Gordimer’s discussion of Coetzee’s early novels,61 or alternatively, as with Levin, 
as a successful elevation of the narrative to a universal, moral level. In both cases, 
allegory is understood in terms of the relation of the text to a historical reality that is 
already intelligible. Amongst academic critics, Coetzee’s writing becomes the 
ground for competing conceptions of allegory, different conceptions which sustain 
different political evaluations of that writing. For Abdul JanMohammed, for whom 
allegory is understood mimetically in terms of the relation between text and reality, 
Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians repeats the defining  allegorical manoeuvres of 
classical colonial discourse.62 The re-evaluation of the political significance of 
Coetzee’s fiction in no small part revolves around an alternative conceptualisation of 
allegory, one which follows the re-evaluation of allegory in postmodern and post-
structuralist literary theory. Accordingly, Slemon reads Waiting for the Barbarians 
as a post-colonial recuperation of allegory, understood as a relation between texts, 
thematsing the inextricable entwinement of history and fiction.63 On this post-
structuralist reading, allegory is not a means of escaping history, but rather the trope 
where the place of language in history becomes the subject of narration itself. This 
alternative conception of allegory does not enter into considerations in the genre of 
the literary review, in which Coetzee’s inter-textual inscriptions of other canonical 
works is met with suspicion. Each of Coetzee’s novels can be read as a meta-fictional 
commentary on particular sub-genres of ‘white writing’, whether fiction or non-
fiction - the pastoral novel, colonial travel writing, historiography, or various 
canonical novels. This inter-textuality is recognised by reviewers, who locate 
Coetzee on the margins of a tradition of European and North American avant-garde 
modernism through frequent references to the similarities of his work and that of 
writers such as Kafka, Conrad, or Nabakov. And yet the challenge that his fiction 
presents to this tradition is barely registered in this genre of reviewing. Rather, when 
his fiction presents the conventions of the Western novel with its  formal, ethical or 
political limits, one sees the emergence of an impatience with formalistic licence. In 
particular, Coetzee’s re-writing of classic, canonical works (of Defoe in Foe, and 
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Dostoevsky in The Master of Petersburg) is met with certain degree of unease. One 
reviewer regrets that Coetzee chooses to sexualise the Robinson Crusoe story in 
Foe64, another considered his revision “a static and anaemic affair, despite the 
elegance of the writing”65 Likewise, The Master of Petersburg is considered a mere 
“literary pastiche” of Dostoevsky’s novel, is called to task for juggling with the 
known historical facts, and is finally dismissed as “act of literary terrorism.”66 
 The mimetic conception of allegory at work in the non-academic review 
allows Coetzee’s novels to be located as ‘South African’ in relation to a stable, extra-
textual referent synonymous with racism. ‘Allegorical’ readings, in this reading-
formation, re-anchor the novels to a familiar model of South Africa as an enclosed 
terrain, but at the same time, and conversely, once so located they can be read as 
having a universal moral significance, rather than a specific political one either with 
reference to alternative understandings of South Africa or to the politics of writing. 
This double movement is recognisable in commentaries on those novels in which 
South Africa is an indirect referent, such as Life and Times of Michael K, where 
“there is a certain fictional haze between the events and their local reference”67, but 
also of those novels in which the narrative is not located in any specific time or 
place, or in a non-South African location, such as Foe, Waiting for the Barbarians, 
and most recently The Master of Petersburg. In reviews of his latest novel, Coetzee’s 
re-writing of Dostoevsky’s The Devils is routinely re-attached to ‘South Africa’, a re-
attachment that allows the incorporation of apartheid into a general paradigm of 
tyrannical regimes in decline: “The relevance of this political allegory to apartheid-
era South Africa, and the increasingly vicious response of a doomed regime to what 
it perceives as the enemy at its gates, is clear at once.”68 Here, South Africa under 
apartheid and nineteenth-century Russia are both taken to be emblematic of a general 
form of “historical tyranny”69. Apartheid is constructed as simply a variant of an a-
historical form of totalitarianism. Waiting for the Barbarians, for example, is 
inserted into a sub-genre of “the political allegory or fable dealing with modern 
totalitarianism”70. An ‘allegorical’ reading enables South Africa to be understood as 
the referent of the novel, but a South Africa which is already constructed in terms of 
tyranny and totalitarianism, allowing a more general and de-politicised significance 
to be drawn from the novel. In the discourse of general literary review, South Africa 
is concretised and named as the context and referent of Coetzee’s novels, but at the 
same time and in the same move, it is idealised as a stage for more general moral 
dramas of human suffering and violence. 
 The ‘allegorical’ re-anchoring of Coetzee’s novels enables them to be 
assimilated to familiar paradigms for understanding apartheid. One of the features of 
readings of South African fiction amongst metropolitan reading publics was the 
routine treatment of literature as a source of knowledge about South African reality. 
South African writers were expected and in turn were read to provide information 
about a particular reality at specific conjunctures. In particular, South African 
literature was read in terms of a pre-existing set of understandings of a society 
polarised along stark lines of racialised division. Being able to place characters in 
fictional narratives into a racialised drama is essential to the reading of South African 
fiction in this genre of criticism. Reviews of Life and Times of Michael K and Age of 
Iron are characterised by a desire to be able to place both Michael K and Vercueil 
into a manageable frame of radicalised reference. Thus, Vercueil is reported to be a 
“white down-and-out”71 or “a white vagrant”72. Alternatively, another reviewer 
admits that “I thought he was meant to be a Coloured”73, admitting that Coetzee 
might be engaging in an intentional ruse in this respect. If characters are expected to 
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accord to a certain racialised understanding of South African society, then in turn this 
racialised lens is understood in strictly polarised, binary terms. Accordingly, Age of 
Iron is  understood to be a novel treating “the effects of apartheid on the psyches of 
both the oppressor and the oppressed”74. Such an understanding fails to register the 
ways in which the protagonists of Coetzee’s novels rarely belong to this sort of easy 
binary division. Rather, they tend to be figures on the margin of the defining axis of 
racialised conflict which defined apartheid in the western imagination. This 
exploration of the multiplicity of positions and identities in South Africa is one of the 
features that recommends Coetzee’s novels as distinctively ‘post-apartheid’ 
narratives.75  
 The re-inscription of literary writing by white South Africans into an 
international frameworks involved the imposition of a peculiar ‘burden of 
representation’ upon those writers. These writers are positioned on the margins of 
Western literary canons as representatives who can speak of and against a racist 
system, in the name of universal values of justice and equality. They are asked to 
represent live under apartheid, and present a principled resistance or refusal to it, yet 
they do not and cannot represent its principle targets and victims, the majority of 
black South Africans. Black South African writers were much more effectively 
silenced or severed from their main audience, and have never been accorded the 
same degree of critical acclaim amongst the mainstream literary establishment in 
North America or Europe. On an international stage, white South African writers 
were invited to serve as proxies for the black South African majority. Yet, at the 
same time as this frame of reference underwrites the regime of value into which 
white South African literary writing was inserted, white novelists increasingly come 
to focus upon, in the content and form of their writing, their own marginalisation 
from the main sites of conflict and struggle in South African society.  
 We can see the increasingly strain resulting from this tension in the 
response to Life and Times of Michael K. This is a novel which makes visible the 
specific horizon of meaning through which South African writing is made 
intelligible. Michael K’s social position is carefully delineated in the course of the 
narrative, but without recourse to the signifiers of race that are a standard feature of 
most South African society. Michael K remains unclassified by racialised signifiers 
throughout the novel. The only occasions when the routine vocabulary of racial 
classification appears is when Michael K is addressed by figures of authority. 
Racialisation is presented in the novel as a process of interpellation into 
institutionally supported discourses of hierarchical differentiation. Furthermore, not 
only is race the absent signifier in the novel, but the eponymous ‘hero’ of this novel 
is a singularly  passive figure. One commentator suggested that, if the theme of 
Coetzee’s novel was passive suffering, then this was an inadequate theme for a 
novel.76 Compared both to standard figures of black resistance in South African 
literature, and to the heroes in the work of Kafka, with whom Coetzee is routinely 
related in literary reviews, Michael K is thought to be simply not heroic enough. The 
charge that Coetzee fails to adequately represent black South African political 
struggle is most forcibly articulated in Gordimer’s review of the novel. For her, 
Coetzee’s novel represents a retreat from a commitment to political solutions and is 
marked by a refusal to see an active black presence in South African society. The 
oppositional thrust of the novel is diluted by fashioning an account around such an 
ambivalent central character, and Gordimer concludes that Coetzee fails to 
acknowledge the agency of black South Africans in resisting apartheid, the novel 
being marked by a “revulsion against all political and revolutionary solutions”.77  
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This same charge is echoed in other reviews of the novel. As soon as Michael K is 
read as a figure for black South Africa, a reading that effaces the ambiguous non-
inscription of race in the narrative, then he appears as a model of passive suffering 
rather than active struggle and resistance, a representation that causes a certain 
degree of bewilderment: “Surely he does not represent the spirit of Africa? I see no 
point in this prolonged tale of woe.”78 In failing to accord to the ‘burden of 
representation’ imposed upon South African literary writing, the novel brings in to 
the open the conventions which framed the reading of such writing around an 
expectation of clear, binary protagonists who fell into simple categories of good and 
evil. 
 If the peculiar burden of representation imposed upon white South 
African writers by international audiences is increasingly at odds with their own self-
conscious reflection on questions of marginality and authority, then this accounts for 
the frustration and impatience felt towards the formal experiments undertaken in 
Coetzee’s novels. While the reading of Coetzee’s novels as allegories and parables 
allows a particular moral universalisation of South Africa to be undertaken, it is also 
the case that for many reviewers the allegorical qualities of Coetzee’s writing do not 
accord with notions of what good literary writing should be and of what South 
African writing in particular should deliver. The notion that Coetzee’s persistent 
allegorising gets in the way of what should be clearly identifiable realities is a 
recurring theme: “Coetzee’s urge to allegorise intrudes upon his narrative gifts”79. 
This genre of criticism is somewhat intolerant of Coetzee’s stylistic and narrative 
experimentation, ascribing these to a certain ‘academicism’ that intrudes into his 
writing. Age of Iron, with “its didactic urges everywhere apparent”, is found to be 
‘formulaic’ and ‘obvious’ in its allegorising about death and illness.80 What is most 
important in this arena of judgement is, above all, the quality of the narrative, and 
Coetzee’s fiction is often found to be too ‘contrived’ to support what are often 
considered to be thin stories. The aversion to Coetzee’s formal radicalism is a 
recurrent theme, one reviewer invoking the same remark in two separate reviews to 
express is discomfort: “We are repelled by any sort of writing that, in Keats’ phrase, 
‘has a palpable design on us’.”81 The same discomfort and impatience with the 
formal features of Coetzee’s novels is evident in Cynthia Ozick’s commentary on 
Life and Times of Michael K. Hers is just one review which is unhappy with the 
intrusion into the narrative of Michael K’s adventures of the reflections of the 
Doctor, who provides a second-order commentary on the difficulty of placing 
Michael K in any system of meaning. This section of the novel serves as the point at 
which the novel stages the necessity of its own (mis)reading. The temptation to make 
Michael K speak, to read him as symbolic of something, even as a figure of non-
meaning, is made explicit within the narrative through the Doctor’s account. This 
section of the novel is regarded by Ozick as an unnecessary and “self-indulgent” 
intrusion into Michael K’s the “authentic” inner dialogue: “the doctor’s commentary 
is superfluous; he thickens the clear tongue of the novel by naming its ‘message’ and 
thumping out ironies.”82 This intolerance of a stylistic “flaw” succeeds in 
neutralising that part of the novel in which the question of interpretative authority is 
explicitly. For Ozick, this self-reflexivity is judged “redundant”, a judgement which 
neatly enables her to place the rest of the novel, understood simply as the rendition of 
Michael K’s story, within an established system of moral interpretations of apartheid.  
 
Conclusion  
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The novels of J. M. Coetzee have been constructed in different ways by different 
audiences, and have thus been subjected to alternative and shifting aesthetic and 
political evaluations. These different audiences alight upon different features of 
Coetzee’s texts, and in turn they construct the ‘context’ of Coetzee’s writing in 
different ways. In the genre of the journalistic literary review, the context of the 
novels is understood according to a particular, stabilised model of South African 
reality under apartheid. Within the emergent postcolonial paradigm of academic 
literary criticism and theory, the contexts of the novels is understood to be an array 
of other texts and discourses. What I have tried to suggest in the preceding discussion 
is some sense of the ways in which the meaning and referent of ‘South African 
literature’ is dependent upon the cultural mediation of texts through particular 
institutionalised discourses of criticism and theory. I have argued that Coetzee’s 
fiction has been inserted into dominant moral representations of apartheid, but also 
that the  reception of such a rigorously self-reflexive body of fiction makes visible 
the norms of these mediating discourses.  
 Focusing upon the mediating channels of discourse through which ‘South 
African literature’ has been worked up on an international stage enables the 
reformation of the problem of the politics of representation. Rather than asking 
questions as to the ‘authenticity’ of acts of representation, understood either 
mimetically or as the act of speaking on behalf of others, and rather than dissolving 
questions of political judgement into an indeterminate mass of individual acts of 
endlessly creative or subversive acts of cultural reception, attention can be directed 
towards evaluating the relative influence and force of different groups and 
institutions in shaping the discourses of mediation through which cultural products 
are produced, circulated, and made available for consumption. In this respect, the 
discourse of metropolitan literary journalism has been highly influential, not only in 
pre-selecting authors and texts who are subsequently made the subject of academic 
canonisation, but also as part of an array of discourses where the persistent 
representation of South African society as a racial allegory is worked up and 
maintained. 
 Laura Chrisman has recently argued that the sense that South Africa is an 
immediately and transparently knowable society supports a particular relation of 
‘sanctioned ignorance’ amongst commentators in the West.83 Remedying this 
situation requires that attention be paid to rendering visible the frames by which 
South Africa is ‘worlded’, critically questioning the discourses which secure the 
representativeness of particular accounts of South African culture and politics. South 
African culture has and will continue to circulate globally, marked but not bound by 
its contexts of origin. This requires that binary models of interpretation which 
unproblematically posit an interpretative hierarchy between inside and outside, the 
West versus the Rest, 84  need to be replaced by a focus upon the complex processes 
of circulation, mediation, and movement.   
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