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Introduction

With the detailed description of the bodily issues like
starving, eating, excrement, birth, torture, pain, and sexuality, the
body figures prominently in J. M. Coetzee’s novels. Since Coetzee
is writing in a distorted social environment, the body in his
novels seldom appears as attractive or seductive. His focus is on
the body in pain. Most of the bodies in his novels are suffering
from starvation, disease, aging, being tortured and disciplined.
Michael K, the eponymous protagonist in The Life and Times of
Michael K, suffers from anorexia. Mrs. Curren in The Age of Iron
is afflicted by the unbearable pain from cancer. The bodies of the
so called “barbarians” are tortured privately and publicly by the
“civilized” in Waiting for the Barbarians. Friday, the black slave
in Foe, has his tongue mutilated. And the story of Slow Man
starts with an accident that disabled its protagonist. In most
cases, de-familiarization is applied by Coetzee to foreground the
pain of these suffering bodies. The prominent images of the
suffering bodies function as a counterargument against the
attacks leveled at Coetzee, asserting that his novels are either
disembodied writings obsessed in abstract intellectual polemic or
postmodern word-play that ignores the political commitment and
social engagement of serious arts. The body in pain is the

primary medium through which we come to know the body
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politic under which pain-producing activities, such as war, torture
and institutional disciplines, are carried out. In other words, the
suffering and controlled body constitutes the link between daily
practices in society and the large scale organization of power,
and in describing the forms these linkages take, the novels
explore the power mechanism of colonialism and apartheid. This
book studies the political and ethical thrust of J. M. Coetzee’s
South African novels by analyzing the politics of the body
explored in the works. The politics of the body in this book refers
to the discourses, practices, and policies through which powers of
society and state regulate the body of the individual.

When most of Coetzee’s South African novels were
published, South African society was in the turbulent waters of
anti-colonialism and anti-apartheid struggle. Life in this situation
seemed to demand a realistic documentation of oppression and
exploitation. Both the white radical writers at that time, such as
Nadine Gordimer, and black writers, like Alex La Guma,
adopted various forms of realism as the unquestioned means of
bearing witness to, and telling the truth about South Africa. But
Coetzee takes a different line. Under the influence of modernist
novelists such as Virginia Woolf and Samuel Beckett, Coetzee’s
writing pays more attention to the exploration of internal
consciousness than to the description of external reality. In
addition, as a Ph.D. in post-structuralist linguistics, Coetzee
undoubtedly has been influenced by post-structuralist speculation
on language that stresses the gap between signifier and signified
and between the order of the symbol and the order of reality.
This could be seen from a recurrent episode in his oeuvre in
which the narrators are self-consciously perplexed by the
impotence of language in catching reality, implicitly or explicitly
alluding to Jacques Lacan or Jacques Derrida to problematise the
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relation between word and world. As far as the form is
concerned, the majority of his novels are self-reflexive
metafictions, carrying a critique of, or a dialogue with, various
other literary texts.

As a result, Coetzee’s oeuvre is attacked by critics as writing
of high-floating theories or “allegorized theory”®, appealing to
some ethereal and metaphysical meditation at the cost of the
brutal social reality, or even acquiescing to the oppressive
system®. Faced with the attacks, Coetzee keeps silent in most
cases, but sometimes he tries to defend himself. Once, when
asked by David Attwell in an interview whether he thinks the
“endless chain of the self-conscious skepticism” (DP 247) of Susan
Barton, the narrator in one of Coetzee’s novels, Foe, indicates
that the traumatic history of Friday, a character in the novel, is
ethereally inaccessible, Coetzee provides an elaborate explanation:

Friday is mute, but Friday does not disappear, because
Friday is body. If I look back over my own fiction, I see a
simple (simple-minded) standard erected. That standard is the

@ The term is used by David Attwell in his interview with Coetzee which
is collected into Doubling the Point. See ]. M. Coetzee. Doubling the Point.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992. p. 245.

@ For instance, the SASPU National review of Waiting for the Barbarians
declares, “As the CAN award shows, this is a book which will be enthusiastically
assimilated into the very system it (vaguely) condemns. In the end it is not a
disturbing book, and ultimately it challenges nothing. Coetzee is a fine writer.
It's a pity he isn't a bold one” (qtd. Susan Gallagher 77). Stephan Watson
observes that Coetzee's treatment of colonialism focuses more on its
metaphysical assumption than its material base: “It is for this reason that,
perhaps predictably, Coetzee has aroused the suspicions and then the complaints
of many people on the Left in South Africa, people for whom the most important
philosophical and political distinction would still be some line of division
between an ‘idealism’, on the one hand, and a ‘materialism’ on the other” (376).



