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The Speech Made by Nie Zhenzhao at
The International Symposium of Coetzee Study and
Postcolonial Literature Research (2010)
Wuhan, China
Nov. 20th, 2010

Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,
Good morning !

Today marks the opening of The International Symposium of Coetzee Study and
Postcolonial Literature Research (2010). First please allow me to extend, on behalf of, the
hosts—Foreign Literature Studies and Hubei Provincial Association of Foreign Literature
Studies, warm congratulations on the successful convening of the conference and warm welcome
and heartfelt thanks to the participating guests.

This is a grand occasion. This is an important academic conference. We're honored to
have with us many prominent scholars from home and abroad: Professor Elleke Boehmer, from
University of Oxford, a world-famous postcolonial theorist ; Professor David Attridge, member
of British Academy and Professor Attwell from University of York, both engaged in Coetzee
research and postcolonial criticism; Professor Susan Kossew, from School of English, University
of Monash Melbourne, the organizer of The International Symposium of Coetzee Study held in
Australia 2009 and also a friend and colleague of Coetzee; Mr. Lu Jiande, Director of Research
Institute of Chinese Literature of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Chief Editor of F. oreign
Literature Review; Mr. KK Tam, Chair Professor and Dean of School of Humanities and Secial
Science of Hong Kong Open University; Mr. Liu Jianjun, Professor of North East Normal
University, etc. These well-known scholars’ presence adds credit to the conference.

We also see young scholars, doctoral and master candidates specializing in study of
Coetzee, translators of his novels and selections and representatives from the presses such as
Yilin Press, Shanghai Foreign Language Education Press, Foreign Language Teaching and
Research Press, Wuban University Press which have translated and published works of
Coetzee. Present today are more than 150 representatives from 9 countries and regions. On this
occasion, I'd also like to extend my warm welcome to all the scholars present and express my
heartfelt thanks to them for what they have done to the symposium.

So many scholars’ presence at this symposium tells us that there’re a lot of Coetzee fans in
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China and a lot of scholars who are studying Coetzee’s works with keen interest. Undoubtedly
Coetzee enjoys privileged position in literature at home and abroad. Coetzee is one of the most
popular writers among the Nobel Literature Award winners. His novels in which features
colonial life and conflicts in South Africa have been well-accepted by many readers and scholars
although his novels were not produced for a long time. Coetzee’s novels have already become
classics although they, like ships, have just set off sailing from the port (the mouth) of the
long river of history. Coetzee once took Bach’s music as an example to illustrate what “classic”
is. He said, “Bach the classic was historically constituted, as I will remind you, constituted by
identifiable historical forces and within a specific historical context. ” According to Coetzee,
“the classic is what survives” and “it is the testing process he has been through within the
profession” that makes a classic. In his view, a classic survives “because generations of people
cannot afford to let go of it and therefore hold on to it at all costs—that is the classic”.
Coetzee’s novels measure up to this standard. In the 21st century while many people abandon
reading and tramp literature under their feet, his novels have become classics and Coetzee
becomes popular.

Then, why is Coetzee well-accepted by readers and critics? The answer is obvious;
Coetzee is not only a serious writer but also a classic one. It’s because he is a serious writer that
the imprint of South Africa racial fighting is deeply carved in his works. Coetzee, in his novels,
describes in depth his motherland’s suffering and narrates the misery of the common people who
go through racial divide, which gives full expression to the sehsitivity to reality, the depth of
thinking and the power of representing life unique to the 19th realistic novelists. Just as the
presentation speech for the Nobel Literature Award goes:; one primary theme of Coetzee’s novels
is to display the values and conducts caused by the South Africa racial system. To Coetzee’s
mind, this can happen anywhere in the world. Indeed, Coetzee’s ﬁovels can manifest universal
truth,

There’s another feature which needs to be dug up in Coetzee’s works, that is to say, their
unique ethical values. His novels, say, Disgrace, Waiting for the Barbarians, In the Heart of
the Country, etc. , are with the characteristics of well-knitted structure, power of expressions,
penetrating analysis, insightful and poignant criticism on hypocrisy, frand, deception and
indifference. The Royal Swedish Nobel Prize Committee gave moderate appraisal to Coetzee: In
the history of human’s combating against barbarity and ignorance, Coetzee’s writing expresses
his unswerving support to fragile individual struggle experience. In this regard, we can share
Coetzee’s personal experience and obtain revelation of morality by reading his works.

This is the first time to hold a symposium on studying, exclusively, the novelist Coetzee in
China, also the first time in Asia. Nowadays there’re not too many symposiums of this kind in
China. So I'm sure that this conference will not only be beneficial to China’s Coetzee studies,
but also be favorable to the trial of new models on academic research in China. This conference

not only sets topics on Coetzee’s writing such as Coetzee’s study including textual analysis and
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theoretical researchv, hybridity of fiction and non-fiction, biography and auto biography, but
also introduces other topics which associate Coetzee’s writing with some other significant
research topics including postmodern literary criticism and postcolonial works development,
English language dissimilation and literature discourse under the postcolonial context, Southeast
Asian literature and its marginalization in globalization as well as difference between South
African and Caribbean postcolonial features, etc. It shows that Coetzee-related research, being
of great enlightenment, can push forward the research on other topics of literature. It also shows
the universality of Coetzee’s research. Hence I'm deeply convinced that this academic
conference on Coetzee research will be written into history.

Last but not least, I'd like to stress that this symposium is organized by the School of
Foreign Languages of Zhongnan University of Economics and Law. United as one mind, Prof,
Xie Qun, Head of the Foreign Language School, and other leaders, have been actively
conducting various academic exchanges, and have created sound and inclusive environment for
academic research, setting up an academic team with full momentum and thus attaining
satisfactory achievements. They are emerging nationally in foreign literature studies. At present
they’re entitled to granting the master'’s degree of English Language and Literature as the first
level discipline, which sets a solid foundation for their better, faster development. After the
successful convening of the 14th National Symposium of American Drama in 2009, this School,
today, hosts The International Symposium of Coetzee Study and Postcolonial Literature
Research, which fully displays their strengthen in academic research. I believe that they will
attain greater achievements and success in foreign literature studies in the future.

In closing, I wish to extend again warm welcome and heartfelt thanks to all the
distinguished guests present! Wish you a pleasant stay during the symposium,

Wish this symposium a complete success |

Thank you!

Nie Zhenzhao
Vice-President of Chinese Society of Foreign Literature Studies
President of Hubei Provincial Association of F oreign Literature Studies

Chief Editor of Foreign Literature Studies
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J. M. Coetzee’s Australian Realism

Elleke Boehmer

Abstract: The essay investigates the implications for J. M. Coetzee’s poetics of his shift from an
agonistic if in his case highly mediated settler tradition within South African writing, which is
part of his literary and imaginative inheritance, towards a self-consciously acquired Australian
mode of realist writing, which however is equally mediated, that came with his move to that
country in the early 2000s. The essay will further consider how his knowing engagement with
the genre or subgenre of settler realism manifests in both his imaginative geographies as a mode
at once of disconnection from and of affiliation to what for want of a better word might be called
the nation. What does Coetzee’s shift between two established subgenres in postcolonial
literature, the farm novel or plaasroman of South Africa, in his case refracted through a
postmodern lens, and Australian realism, equally postmodern and mediated, equally
agonistic, tell us about the ways in which the narrative burden of settler history, of which
Coetzee is doubly aware, is inflected in his work? The analysis will be sharpened by reading
this work alongside the contemporaneous representation of the matter of Australia by two of
Coetzee’s prominent contemporaries, Peter Carey and Tim Winton: in particular Carey’s post-
2000 novels My Life as a Fake (2003) and Theft (2006), and Winton’s 2004 Dirt Music and
his 2008 Breath. |

Key words: J. M. Coetzee; settler realism; mediation

Author; Elleke Boehmer, writer, professor of world literature in the English Faculty at Oxford
University. She is a literary critic specialising in international writing in English, and also a
novelist with a reputation as a commentator on experiences of social alienation and split
belonging. She is the Founding and General Series Editor of the Oxford Studies in Postcolonial
Literatures, a series which offers accessible introductions to postcolonial writing. Her first
novel Screens Against the Sky was shortlisted for the David Higham Prize in 1991, and her third
novel, “ Bloodlines”, was shortlisted for the Sanlam Literary Award in 2001. Email.

elleke. boehmer @ ell. ox. ac. uk.

I. Coetzee and the Real

This essay sets out to investigate the implications for J. M. Coetzee’s poetics of his shift
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from an agonistic if in his case highly mediated settler tradition within South African writing,
which is part of his literary and imaginative inheritance, towards a seM-consciously acquired
Australian mode of realist writing, equally mediated, that came with his move to that country
in the early 2000s. The larger question which this investigation will raise, by implication if not
always directly, is how a shift of national location within the international republic of letters
might impinge on a settler or colonial tradition within postcolonial poetics; or whether it is
rather the case that such a strand or tradition operates in cross-border, transnational ways,
freely making itself available to writers from different postcolonial domains. '

A significant number of the postcolonial novelists and poets who have engaged also in
postcolonial literary criticism, often @ propos of their own practice, Derek Walcott, Salman
Rushdie, Seamus Heaney and J. M. Coetzee among them, have commented on the relationship
that is reflected in their poetics between their generic and formal choices as writers, and their
sense of history, especially national history ( Walcott 1998, Heaney 1980, Rushdie 1991). In
Rushdie’s case, for example, the mode of postmodernist magic realism which he developed
most famously in Midnight’s Children (1981), was knowingly composed in order to cut across
the oppressive linearity and rationality implied by colonial European historiography, as well as
the tradition of nationalist triumphalism which in part emerged from it ( Chatterjee 1983). Yet

!

even his “critical mimicry of national fiction”, as Tim Brennan was among the first to point
out, involved a simultaneous if paradoxical longing for overarching narrative continuity—a
continuity which in turn signified, though obliquely, a longing for national “form” ( Brennan
100).

Taking as a starting point South African-born J. M. Coetzee’s representation of his new
land Australia, that is, of his Australia as an imaginative prospect, a complex of territorial
and national memory, this essay will consider how his engagement with the genre or subgenre
of settler realism, both knowing and critical, manifests in both his imaginative geographies as
a mode at once of disconnection from and of affiliation to what for want of a better word in his
case might be called the nation. What does Coetzee’s shift between two established subgenres in
postcolonial literature, the farm novel or plaasroman of South Africa, in his case refracted
through a postmodern lens, and Australian realism, equally postmodern and mediated ,
equally agonistic, tell us about the ways in which the narrative burden of settler history, of
which Coetzee is doubly aware, is inflected in his work? The analysis will be sharpened by
reading this work alongside the contemporaneous representation of the matter of Australia by two
of Coetzee’s prominent contemporaries, Peter Carey and Tim Winton: in particular Carey’s
post-2000 novels My Life as a Fake (2003) and Theft (2006), and Winton’s 2004 Dirt Music
and his 2008 Breath. The comparative perspective will help to demonstrate how in Coetzee
allusions to certain genres and forms have produced, or have made an attempt at producing,
even if in a jobbing or perfunctory way, a recognizably Australian world. Whereas in the cases

of both Carey and Winton the relationship of land and voice, of ( Australian) context and
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