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J. M. Coetzee’s Diary of a Bad Year
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I

Reading the fictions of J. M. Coetzee has always been a tricky business. For so-
called ordinary readers—the members of the various book clubs around the world, 
for example, who continue to select his more well-known titles on a fairly regular 
basis—the principal difficulty often seems to lie in the apparent accessibility of his 
writing. Unlike, say, the syntactic fragments that mark the beginning of Beckett’s 
The Unnamable—generally not a book club choice—the opening sentence of Life & 
Times of Michael K seems eminently readable: “The first thing the midwife noticed 
about Michael K when she helped him out of his mother into the world was that 
he had a hare lip” (3). Contrast this to Beckett’s “Where now? Who now? When 
now? Unquestioning. I, say I. Unbelieving” (293). Book club readers, and indeed 
university students, are often dismayed to learn that Coetzee’s seemingly lim-
pid phrasing is on closer analysis just as troubled as Beckett’s self-undoing rebus. 
For professional critics and reviewers, the difficulties are different, though no less 
acute. This is in part because Coetzee, who spent much of his writing career teach-
ing English literature at the University of Cape Town, has often been just ahead of 
the professional game and wryly alert to the factions, follies, and foibles of homo 
academicus. It is, however, mainly because his writings have from the start tested 
the language and categories of literary criticism and raised challenging questions 
about the role of the critic as guardian of the literary. On occasion they have also 
put otherwise brilliant practitioners of the perilous art of criticism under extraor-
dinary pressure, exposing the vulnerable “ordinary” reader who lives on secretly 
in the heart of every tried and tested critic.

Just how tricky things can get is evident if we consider an important opinion 
piece Peter Brooks published in the Chronicle of Higher Education in 2008 in which 
he commented on Coetzee’s Diary of a Bad Year (2007). Writing under the title “The 
Ethics of Reading,” Brooks located his response to Diary in a longer history of 
critical debate. Indeed, he used the occasion to reflect on the past and future of 
literary criticism and to give a compelling defense of his “notion that teaching to 
read literature carefully, seriously, reflectively can be an ethical act” (5). For Brooks, 
who was then still Sterling Professor of Comparative Literature at Yale, noted for, 
among other things, founding the interdisciplinary Whitney Humanities Center 
in the early 1980s, this perennially urgent theme had a special pertinence at that 
moment. He had just become the highly deserving recipient of a Mellon Foun-
dation Distinguished Achievement Award, which he intended to use to run an 
ambitious cross-disciplinary program called “Ethics of Reading: The Humanities 
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and Professional Cultures.” According to a Yale press release, this initiative was 
designed “to reinvigorate the interplay between the humanities and other fields 
at the professional level,” with a special emphasis on law, medicine, architecture, 
divinity, and management (Baker 2008). The project was, in effect, not just about 
giving a new prominence to literary criticism but about using it as a vehicle for 
humanizing Yale’s professional schools.

Brooks makes no mention of this larger project in his Chronicle article, but the 
concerns he raises about the need to give literary criticism a new, or renewed, sense 
of ethical depth and purpose are clearly related. His own anxieties, as he points 
out, have their origins in the fractious “theory wars” of the 1980s and 1990s, which 
centered on the Yale school of deconstruction. While admitting that “the lessons of 
deconstruction in the wrong hands—less adept than its original practitioners—led 
to facile untetherings of meaning,” he reminds readers of the Chronicle that “the 
best, most responsible ‘close readings,’ whether by New Critics or structuralists or 
poststructuralists, were essentially ethical in their wish to understand how texts 
mean and how language works.” Reinforcing this critical genealogy, Brooks refers 
to the influence that Reuben Brower, whom he describes as “an independent sort of 
New Critic,” had on Paul de Man and himself when they were both young teach-
ing assistants at Harvard in the 1950s and 1960s.1 For students and assistants alike, 
he says, Brower’s celebrated course on the interpretation of literature created an 
“intense energy” that was at once “moral as well as intellectual” (Brooks, Ethics). 
For one thing, he adds, rejecting the charges of easy relativism or even nihilism 
often leveled at his Yale colleagues, this energy arose out of the need “to get your 
readings right” (Ethics).

Significantly, Brooks is himself stirred to invoke these old battles by an act 
of reading or, more particularly, by his own disturbed reaction to a passage in 
Diary of a Bad Year. Appearing under the title “On Al Qaida,” this particular pas-
sage is the seventh in a series of thirty-one topical “Strong Opinions,” which the 
unnamed author figure, who signs himself “JC,” has been asked to contribute to 
a volume also called Strong Opinions. Such is the seriocomic Nabokovian (or is it 
now specifically Coetzeean?) world into which Diary throws its unwary readers. 
As it happens, this seventh “opinion” is itself about an act of reading, or rather 
viewing. It details JC’s response to a BBC television documentary about Al Qaida, 
the main argument of which is, JC notes, that the “US administration chooses to 
keep alive the myth of Al Qaida as a powerful secret terrorist organization with 
cells all over the world, whereas the truth is that Al Qaida has been more or less 
destroyed” (31). Though the documentary is never named, it is no doubt Adam 
Curtis’s Bafta-award-winning The Power of Nightmares, a series of three programs 
first broadcast on the BBC in October 2004. The series was subsequently aired 
in various countries, including Canada and Australia, but not the United States, 
where, Curtis claimed, the “main networks have shown little interest.”2 For reasons 

 1 As Brooks notes, de Man gave his own warm account of Brower’s classes in “The Return to 
Philology” (1982), which was reprinted in Resistance to Theory (21–26).

 2 In a newspaper article, Curtis reported that the head of one of the “leading networks” in the 
United States said, “We would get slaughtered if we put this out” (qtd. in Jeffries 14). Curtis also 
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that will become clear later, it is worth noting that the Australian channel SBS 
broadcast it in November 2005.

JC, who does not doubt the “main claims of the documentary,” focuses on “the 
story of four young American Muslims on trial for planning an attack on Disney-
land” (31–32). During the proceedings, he observes, the prosecution introduces 
“a home video” found in the apartment of the four suspects to use as evidence 
against them. About this, he then comments: “The video was exceedingly ama-
teurish. It included long footage of a garbage can and of the photographer’s feet 
as he walked. The prosecution claimed that the amateurishness was feigned, 
that what we were witnessing was a reconnaissance tool: the garbage can was a 
potential hiding-place for a bomb, the walking feet paced out the distance from 
A to B” (32). Brooks’s response to JC’s response to the documentary’s response to 
the prosecution’s response to the video was itself multilayered. He worried about 
Diary’s generic identity, noting that it is “labeled a novel, but much of it [is] a dia-
tribe against America’s role in the world” (Brooks, “Ethics”). In fact, the first U.S. 
edition, like the U.K. edition, calls Diary (which, it would be fair to say, is just as 
damning about Britain and Australia as it is about America) merely a “work of fic-
tion” (inside front flap). By contrast, the thoughtfully presented but less considered 
Australian edition—to keep just to the first English-language versions—describes 
it as being “not like any other novel by J. M. Coetzee” (inside front flap). Brooks’s 
main anxieties, however, center on the explanation for what JC calls the prosecu-
tion’s “paranoid interpretation” of the home video (33). “Where did the prosecutors 
learn to think in such a way?” JC asks (33). “The answer: in literature classes in 
the United States of the 1980s and 1990s, where they were taught that in criticism 
suspiciousness is the chief virtue, that the critic must accept nothing whatsoever 
at face value” (33).

Ignoring the elaborate play of perspective and displacement in this passage, 
Brooks reads this as a straightforward “denunciation” of his own profession 
by Coetzee himself. “Must we who work in the interpretive humanities accept 
Coetzee’s bitter condemnation of our role in the world?” (Brooks, “Ethics”). Add-
ing a further layer of complexity to his response, he then offers a brief analysis of a 
text that seems to confirm what we should for now call JC’s jaundiced view of the 
impact literary criticism in its “postmodernist phase” (33) appears to have had on 
American legal practice: the infamous Bybee memorandum justifying the official 
use of “enhanced interrogation techniques” that Berkeley law professor John Yoo 
prepared for the Office of Legal Counsel of the U.S. Department of Justice in 2002 
(Warrick).3 According to Brooks, the memo’s deplorably scholastic equivocations 
about the precise meaning of the term torture read “at moments as a kind of parody 
of literary interpretive deconstruction at their worst.” Unlike JC,  however, he is not 

claimed that HBO had not gotten back to him about the series. Fear of the political repercus-
sions was no doubt a major factor, but it is worth noting that the series is extremely expensive 
to license, given the amount of copyrighted archival material Curtis used and the nature of 
rights agreements between the BBC and U.S. networks. These costs have also made efforts to 
redistribute the series in DvD format difficult. See Curtis; see Stuart Jeffries.

 3 For Brooks’s further thoughts on the Bybee memorandum, see “Humanities.”
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willing to lay the blame for Yoo’s ideologically driven opportunism squarely on 
U.S. literature departments. “The ‘torture memos,’” Brooks observes, only “suggest 
the pernicious effect of unscrupulous reading, whatever its origin.” There is little 
doubt that in Yoo’s case this can be traced to the interpretive habits inculcated 
during his legal training, not to any vulgarized version of deconstruction. None-
theless, what leads Brooks back to the “theory wars” and the promise implicit in 
the phrase “the ethics of reading” is what he takes to be Coetzee’s “bitter condemna-
tion” of his own profession. “Can we affirm—as I hope we can—that our practice 
and pedagogy of reading,” he asks by way of conclusion, “leads our students to a 
reflective engagement . . . with the tough and supple work of language in repre-
senting the world and clarifying its moral dilemmas?” Confirming his own posi-
tive answer, he adds: “We need to ponder the ethics of our readings, urgently.” 

II

I could not agree more, and, as I will argue, Brooks’s call has a special resonance 
for readers of Coetzee’s Diary. To begin with, however, I suggest that we need to 
ponder the phrase “the ethics of reading” itself, not with a view to casting doubt on 
Brooks’s admirable cross-disciplinary endeavors but to reexamine the history of 
this now canonical formulation, to reflect on its value, and to consider its prospects, 
given some of its limitations. The echo-laden phrase, which Derek Attridge’s major 
2004 study J. M. Coetzee and the Ethics of Reading made an indispensable starting 
point for twenty-first-century Coetzee criticism, first entered the lexicon as the 
title of a series of Wellek Library lectures that J. Hillis Miller gave in 1985, when he 
was himself still a leading member of the Yale school. His lectures, which inaugu-
rated the ethical turn in literary studies, were subsequently published in a volume 
called The Ethics of Reading two years later. As Miller’s introduction suggests, he 
consciously designed his title phrase as a riposte to The Politics of interpretation, the 
collection of critical essays W. J. T. Mitchell edited in 1983. On this inaugural occa-
sion he opposes the term ethics not to morality, following a distinction frequently 
drawn in the field of moral philosophy, but to politics, just as he proffered reading as 
a substitute for interpretation. As anyone familiar with Mitchell’s volume knows, it 
does not exactly offer an uncontested endorsement of its own title phrase. “[T] his 
book,” Mitchell observes, “was conceived in conflict, not consensus” (1). It is worth 
recalling, for instance, that Stanley Cavell’s contribution to the Mitchell volume 
prefigures many of Miller’s later arguments. Miller, however, clearly identifies 
the volume, or at least the purport of its title, primarily with the views Mitchell 
articulates in his own introduction, which Edward Said develops in his lead essay, 
“Opponents, Audiences, Constituencies, and Community.”

Privileging these two headline contributions is perhaps fair enough, given the 
terms in which Mitchell sets the agenda. In a deft if somewhat menacing piece 
of revisionist quotation, he begins his introduction by citing a famous passage 
from Clausewitz’s On War, adding one key textual variant of his own. He suggests 
substituting “the notion of ‘interpretation’ for ‘war,’” making the passage read as 
follows:
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it is, of course, well known that the only source of [interpretation] is politics—the 
intercourse of governments and peoples; but it is apt to be assumed that [interpreta-
tion] suspends that intercourse and replaces it by a wholly different condition, ruled 
by no law but its own.

We maintain, on the contrary, that [interpretation] is simply a continuation of 
political intercourse, with the addition of other means. (1)

Echoing this line of argument (and, it should be said, the Sartre of Qu’est-ce que la 
littérature? [1948]), Said begins his contribution with a series of questions focus-
ing on the situatedness of the literary act: “Who writes? For whom is the writing 
being done? In what circumstances? These, it seems to me, are the questions whose 
answers provide us with the ingredients making for a politics of interpretation” 
(7). Picking up on Mitchell’s main thesis, Said then adds, again in Sartrean fash-
ion, that “if one does not wish to ask and answer the questions in a dishonest and 
abstract way, some attempt must be made to show why they are questions of some 
relevance to the present time” (7).

From the perspective of the early 1980s, any debate about the “politics of inter-
pretation” was, Said argues, inevitably going to be “enacted” within what he calls 
the “Age of Ronald Reagan” (7), an age captivated by “a brutal Darwinian picture 
of self-help and self-promotion” and “ruled by what is being called ‘productivity’ 
or ‘free enterprise’” (9). Turning to the state of contemporary literary studies, he 
then accuses his supposedly “apolitical” peers, who saw criticism as taking place 
“somehow outside history,” of acting in “tacit compliance” with this “social and 
historical setting” because they allowed themselves to be blinkered by the “cult of 
expertise and professionalism” (7–8). It is difficult not to read this as an implied 
condemnation of the Yale school in particular, which is, on Said’s analysis, cul-
pably technocratic. Like the New Critics, he says, the  Yale school had “restricted 
our scope of vision,” turning culture into a tool for making “invisible and even 
‘impossible’ the actual affiliations that exist between the world of ideas and scholar-
ship, on the one hand, and the world of brute politics, corporate and state power, 
and military force, on the other” (8). He also specifically chastises what he calls 
“humanists,” a group about whom he has “contradictory feelings of affection and 
revulsion,” for their silence about the “thought-stopping abstractions” contained in 
a 1980 World Bank report on international development issues titled North-South: 
A Programme for Survival; this allusion lends further weight to Brooks’s reflections 
on the 2002 “torture memos” and his new cross-disciplinary humanistic initiative 
(Said 8–9).

For Miller, then, “the ethics of reading” is an answer to “the politics of interpre-
tation” understood in these terms. By setting up the debate in this way he inevita-
bly invokes a complex array of intellectual traditions. If the figures of Emmanuel 
Levinas and, less convincingly, Jacques Derrida lie behind the contrast he draws 
between ethics and politics, de Man’s presence can readily be felt in Miller’s pref-
erence for the term reading, though in this case it is also possible to trace the influ-
ence of Susan Sontag’s earlier arguments “against interpretation.” Explaining the 
powerful appeal of the kind of project to which Said and Mitchell are committed 
and that he sees as the “main focus” of criticism in the early 1980s, Miller sug-
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gests that “[o]ne motive for the study of the historical and social connections of 
literature is the lure of intellectual mastery promised by all such hermeneutical 
theories of meaning, whether they are social and historical, as in the case of Marx-
ist criticism, or are religious or psychological, as in gadamerian hermeneutics and 
psychoanalytic hermeneutics” (5–6). In statements such as these it is possible to 
hear Levinas’s appeal to the primacy of ethics as a “first philosophy” that precedes 
politics, epistemology, and ontology and that involves “the laying down by the 
ego of its sovereignty” (85).4 At the same time we might also hear Sontag’s voice 
decrying the “armies of interpreters” who “subjected” the work of Kafka to “mass 
ravishment” and her Barthesian call, first made in 1964, for an implicitly feminized 
“erotics of art,” which takes pleasure in the surface texture of the work itself, to 
replace the dubiously masculinist tradition of masterful “hermeneutics,” which 
always has its mind on other things (8, 14). For Miller, however, it is clearly de 
Man’s anti- hermeneutic emphasis on reading that provides the most immediate 
inspiration. given the controversy that continues to haunt de Man’s legacy today, 
we should recall that Miller championed “reading” in preference to “interpreta-
tion” two years after de Man died—indeed, one of his lectures is devoted solely 
to his eminent Yale colleague’s work—but two years before the “de Man affair” 
briefly turned the local feuds within literary studies into a scandal of international 
proportions.

Though much more can be said about the terms in which Miller frames his 
intervention in 1985, I would like to draw attention to just one key aspect of his 
own rhetoric as a critical theorist. Summing up the principal shift he hopes to 
encourage, he remarks: “To speak of the ethics of reading rather than, for example, 
the ‘politics of interpretation’ returns from an area of investigation which is likely 
to be vague and speculative, often unhelpfully polemical, to something that has at 
least a chance to be concrete, namely the real situation of a man or woman read-
ing a book, teaching a class, writing a critical essay” (4). If we recall the stress Said 
places on concreteness and, more particularly, the objections he raises to the Yale 
school’s apparent indifference to the situatedness, even complicity, of its own work, 
it is easy enough to appreciate the testiness of Miller’s rhetoric in this passage. 
Turning the tables on Said and Mitchell, he provocatively implies that it is they 
who are lost in a vague fog of speculation, cut off from concrete realities, not the 
seemingly technocratic linguistic turners of the Yale school. Clarifying his own 
emphasis on the situatedness of reading, he adds in a more concessionary, if still 

 4 For Levinas’s summary articulation of his views, see “Ethics as First Philosophy” (1984), first 
reprinted in English in The Levinas Reader (1989). For Derrida’s carefully nuanced and critical 
contribution to the debate, see not only Adieu: To Emmanuel Levinas but also “Ethics and Politics 
Today.” Other notable commentaries, which reflect, and reflect on, the ethical turn in literary 
studies, include Attridge’s two interrelated books J. M. Coetzee and the Ethics of Reading and The 
Singularity of Literature, Simon Critchley’s The Ethics of Deconstruction, Michael Eskin’s Ethics 
and Dialogue, and Jill Robbins’s Altered Reading. For an astute critique of how Derrida has been 
absorbed into this debate, see Martin Hägglund, “The Necessity of Discrimination: Disjoining 
Derrida and Levinas.” As my concluding remarks to this essay indicate, I agree with Hägglund, 
albeit via Maurice Blanchot, that “there is no support in Derrida’s thinking for the Levinasian 
distinction between ethics and politics” (Hägglund 58).
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breezily disdainful, spirit: “No doubt that ‘situation’ spreads out to involve institu-
tional, historical, economic, and political ‘contexts,’ but it begins with and returns 
to the man or woman face to face with the words on the page” (4).

Miller’s antipolemical polemic was in my view as timely as it was salutary. This 
is not just because he, like many other members of the Yale school, encouraged 
his fellow critics to rethink their own polarized positions in the theory wars and 
their guiding assumptions about terms as basic as reading, text, and context. He 
also reopened debates about the distinctiveness of literature as a specific mode of 
public discourse, a question that professional literary critics and theorists aligned 
with the “school of suspicion,” as Paul Ricoeur once called it (32), all but closed 
down in the course of the 1970s and 1980s. These were the magisterial “interpret-
ers” Sontag identified as being driven by a sense of “dissatisfaction (conscious 
or unconscious) with the work, a wish to replace it by something else” (10), or, as 
Miller speculates, by “a sense of guilt in occupying oneself with something so 
trivial, so disconnected from life and reality, as novels and poems, in comparison 
with the serious business of history, politics, and the class struggle” (5). They were 
also, of course, the critics who, as JC put it, preached the virtues of “suspicious-
ness” (Diary 33). By redirecting attention away from the politics of interpretation to 
the ethics of reading, Miller made it possible to ask the question of literature once 
again. At the same time, his reliance on tired old New Critical formulas like the 
“words on the page” and his privileging of a “rhetorical analysis” beg too many 
questions to be convincing, just as the airy “no doubt” with which he prefaces his 
remarks about “the real situation of reading” leaves too much unsaid (Miller 4, 7). 
It is difficult not to come away from The Ethics of Reading with the impression that 
in Miller’s universe all ethical readers are not only outside history but are actually 
disembodied. No less worrying is the eagerness with which he posits ethics as a 
viable, even superior alternative to politics. 

III

To give a new impetus to the open, less determinedly suspicious modes of reading 
that Miller called “ethical,” we need, in my view, to link them to a more plausibly 
grounded, materialist analysis of literature as an institution while also developing 
a more self-reflexive approach to our own position and practice as professional 
literary critics. With all its challenging demands, Diary of a Bad Year, I argue, offers 
a particularly, perhaps designedly, compelling illustration of what this might 
involve in practice. At its core, a more self-reflexive and materialist ethics of read-
ing would have a double injunction: to do justice not only to the singularity of a 
piece of writing—Miller’s “words on the page” or, in this case, Coetzee’s project in 
Diary—but to the demands of what is unique to a specific situation of reading. This 
would initially require us to expand our repertoire of guiding questions, asking 
not only, with Said, who writes but, with certain forms of feminist and postcolonial 
criticism, who reads? For whom is the reading being done? In what circumstances? 
On the one hand, these questions (which, as the history of reception studies shows, 
are taxing enough in themselves) would require us, as literary critics, to be more 
alert to the concrete debates that have contributed to our professional formation, 
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the linguistic, cultural, and intellectual traditions to which we are aligned, the 
 institutional positions we occupy, and the media we use. On the other hand, ask-
ing who reads would ideally lead us to engage with the wider social and political 
issues of literacy, as Wendy griswold recently argued in Regionalism and the Reading 
Class, and to recognize that critics are not the only, or necessarily the most influ-
ential, readers who have a stake in the literary. “Ordinary” readers who have in 
recent decades become more organized, visible, and so more commercially influ-
ential also play their part in shaping the space of culture. Reflecting these devel-
opments, Coetzee’s U.S. publisher has on its Web site a reading guide designed 
specifically for book clubs that introduces Diary as an “ingenious game of a book” 
and proposes a series of salient questions about it (“Diary”). No less significant 
are all those more conspicuous, if often forgotten, intermediaries who read liter-
ary works in a more public capacity, including literary agents, publishers’ readers, 
booksellers, librarians, journalists, clerics, politicians, lawyers, juries, prize judges, 
and censors. These readers—or rather their judgments and ways of reading—also 
contribute powerfully to the civic life of a piece of writing, affecting its fortunes 
and often adding to the archive of recorded commentary about it.

To make the reader part of the picture, whether through self-reflection or the 
scholarly investigation of this commentary, we would need to take cognizance of, 
and patiently reconstruct, what Attridge calls “idioculture” (Singularity 21). This 
is the “changing array of interlocking, overlapping, and often contradictory cul-
tural systems” that each individual reader has “absorbed in the course of his or 
her previous experience, a complex matrix of habits, cognitive models, representa-
tions, beliefs, expectations,” and, we might add, general ideas of the literary (21). 
Acknowledging the power of this unique “idioculture” via a biographical or auto-
biographical analysis need not, as Attridge recognizes, preclude giving a more 
broadly sociological account of the many complex, sometimes unexpected ways 
in which identity (or, to use Pierre Bourdieu’s term, the socially embodied habitus) 
comes into play in any “real situation of reading” (52–79). As Brooks’s troubled 
response to Diary reveals, this does not necessarily mean we have only to take 
issues of race, class, or gender into consideration. Brooks clearly felt affronted not 
as a white, middle-class, male reader but as an American citizen and a senior 
member of a particular profession, perhaps even as the long-serving employee of 
a specific university that is home to an especially controversial comparative litera-
ture department. In a very real sense, he responded to Diary as a reader situated 
in a particular, historically charged space, which has to be analyzed in social and 
political as well as cultural and biographical terms. A more thoroughly materialist 
account of Brook’s intervention in early 2008 would also need to weigh the implica-
tions of his decision to address his fellow U.S. critics and citizens via a relatively 
popular medium like the Chronicle of Higher Education.

Not just who writes, then, but who reads; and not just who reads but, again 
echoing and extending Said’s foundational questions, who publishes? For whom 
is the publishing being done? In what circumstances? In any actual situation, 
as bibliographers and historians of the book have long been arguing, particular 
readers find themselves face to face not with the “words on the page” but with a 
richly coded artifact that bears witness to multiple intersecting histories. In 2007, 
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readers around the world were first presented with Diary as a hardcover book in 
three English-language editions, each formatted slightly differently with its own 
typeface, cover design, and paratextual apparatus. At one level, this somewhat 
unusual situation reflects Coetzee’s changing relations to the globalized Anglo-
phone publishing industry. At another, it tells us something about the dramatic 
ways that industry has changed around him in the course of his thirty-five-year 
career as a published author. Diary is the first of his literary works to appear in the 
United Kingdom under the Harvill Secker imprint and the first to be published 
in a separate Australian edition by the Text Publishing Company in Melbourne. 
Coetzee has been with viking, which published the U.S. edition, since 1982. As 
each book tells its own story about the radical transformation of literary publish-
ing that began in the 1960s and accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s, these cannot be 
discounted as merely bibliographical facts that belong to the footnotes of literary 
history.

This story is mainly about the absorption by ever-larger publishing conglomer-
ates and then multimedia corporations of the small, independent, often strategi-
cally individualized publishers that dominated the literary field throughout the 
first half of the twentieth century, consciously defining themselves against the 
larger mass-market publishers that emerged at the end of the nineteenth. Unable 
to compete with the huge sales and marketing power of the new multinationals, 
Secker and Warburg, Coetzee’s first U.K. publisher, became part of the short-lived 
Reed Consumer Books in the mid-1990s before being acquired by the Random 
House group in 1997. Responding to similar pressures, Harvill Press, another 
well-established independent with a special interest in modern fiction in transla-
tion, joined Random five years later. By then the Random House group, which was 
formed in 1989 as the U.K. subsidiary of Random House Inc. in the United States, 
had itself become part of the trade publishing division of the giant german-based 
media corporation Bertelsmann Ag. Despite Random’s claims about cherishing 
the individuality of its many imprints—it owns over thirty—it took only three 
years for it to combine its two recent literary acquisitions, creating the new Har-
vill Secker label in 2005. A similar story can be told about viking’s relationship 
to Penguin group (USA) Inc., which is owned by Pearson PLC, the British-based 
media corporation. As the emergence of the Text Publishing Company in Australia 
shows, however, the past twenty years have not just seen the rapid rise of the noto-
riously risk-averse conglomerates that turned prestigious publishing houses into 
fungible imprints and created the mass-market genre now identified in the trade 
as “literary fiction.” Since it was founded in 1990, Text, a relatively small indepen-
dent company, has developed a distinctive literary list focusing primarily but not 
exclusively on Australian and New Zealand writers. Until the publication of Diary, 
all Coetzee’s fictions had initially circulated in Australia as imported Secker and 
Warburg books.

This oddly intricate bibliographical situation is not unprecedented for Coetzee 
and his Anglophone readers. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s his fictions also 
appeared under three separate English-language imprints and in some cases in 
wholly distinct editions: Secker and Warburg in the United Kingdom, Harper and 
Row and then viking in the United States, and Ravan Press in South Africa. Since 
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1982, following the international success of Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), he has 
also been a Penguin author, though he now appears in paperback under Random’s 
vintage imprint as well. Ravan Press, the most innovative antiapartheid publisher 
in South Africa, gave Coetzee his first break with Dusklands in 1974. The difference 
between the situation then and now is that in the 1970s and 1980s Coetzee himself 
ensured that Ravan retained the South African rights to his works, partly out of a 
sense of loyalty to the small, always financially and politically beleaguered firm 
and partly because he admired the individuals who ran it and the antigovern-
ment stance they took. By contrast, the new situation is primarily a consequence 
of Coetzee’s increased commercial and prestige value after he won the Nobel Prize 
in Literature in 2003 and the greater flexibility of the global market for English-
language rights that followed the collapse of the Traditional Markets Agreement 
between U.K. and U.S. publishers in the mid-1970s.

Whereas Text Publishing Company owns the Australian and New Zealand rights 
to Diary, Harvill Secker (Random) has exclusive rights for the United Kingdom, 
Canada, South Africa, India, and, following the traditional colonial-era pattern, all 
other Commonwealth countries, and viking (Penguin) has the United States and 
the Philippines.5 In current book trade terms, all other potential English-language 
markets (for example, continental Europe) are considered open, or nonexclusive, 
rather than closed. These legally and linguistically defined supranational territo-
ries still shape the space of culture in the Anglophone world, even though they 
no longer constitute a major constraint for book buyers who have ready access to 
the Internet. These details of Coetzee’s publishing history are worth highlighting, 
given the tendency among literary critics to downplay or overlook the impact of 
such factors on the field of culture. As Coetzee’s response to his South African 
publishers suggests, however, they also provide a rich body of evidence through 
which we might understand the tensions between writers and publishers in their 
respective struggles to appeal to, or subtly transform, the desires of their likely 
readership. Despite his admiration for Ravan, Coetzee, as I show in The Literature 
Police, objected to how the press presented him as a South African writer, making 
him part of a dubious, white-led nation-building project, which he found uncon-
genial (see 108 and 303–8). 

Iv

Asking who reads and who publishes in the ways I have been suggesting inevi-
tably obliges us to begin by standing much farther back from Coetzee’s project in 
Diary than many “close readers” would find comfortable. The point, however, is 
not to privilege the book above the words on the page, as some forms of book his-
tory are liable to do, or, for that matter, to accord more importance to the reader’s 
“idioculture” than to what de Man once called the text’s “own understanding,” a 
trap into which certain kinds of reception study are wont to fall (qtd. in Miller 52). 
On the contrary, taking a step back in an effort to understand literature institution-

 5 I am grateful to Briony Evans of Random House (United Kingdom) for confirming these rights 
arrangements.
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ally is, I argue, an essential precondition for addressing Diary’s singularity as a 
literary act. What this wider vantage affords, in other words, is not an explanatory 
context of the kind interpreters of the past sought in their bid to acquire mastery 
over the text, nor does it provide a way into reading Diary as, say, a symptom of 
the “Age of george W. Bush.” Instead, an initial excursus of this kind serves to 
create room for what we might for now call a politico-ethical reading by opening 
up space between the work and the institutions on which its very existence as lit-
erature depends. Insofar as Diary itself turns back and critically reflects on these 
institutions, it also calls on us to rethink our role as professional critics.

To outline some of the challenges that this might involve, I would like to return 
to the vexed question of Diary’s generic identity. As its title indicates, the text makes 
the problem of genre part of its own fabric, taking Coetzee’s sustained preoccupa-
tion with the powers and limits of various modes of writing, including letters (Foe 
and Age of iron), lectures (Elizabeth Costello), and journals (Dusklands and in the Heart 
of the Country), into new territory. This is not to say that Diary can be read liter-
ally as a diary. Though the first section (“Strong Opinions”) is identified as being 
written between September 12, 2005, and May 31, 2006, and the second sequence 
of more intimate observations is called “Second Diary,” none of the numbered 
entries—there are forty-five in all—is individually dated, and attempting to recon-
struct a precise chronology makes little sense. In keeping with this, the U.S. and 
U.K. editions, as we have seen, rightly resist making any generic prejudgments. 
They call Diary simply a work of fiction, although even this designation is not as 
unproblematic as it might seem. By contrast, the Australian edition, which is also 
distinctive in other ways, identifies it as a novel, albeit while recognizing that it 
is also “a book about how we choose to read” (inside front flap). I will return to 
Brooks’s more improbable description of it as a “diatribe” later.

That Diary conspicuously distances itself from the genre of the novel in spe-
cial ways is part of its demanding singularity. Yet the mere fact that it refuses to 
align itself with this category, no matter what some publishers and most reviewers 
say, makes it a recognizable contribution to and inventive extension of Coetzee’s 
 oeuvre. Beginning with Dusklands, where his early indebtedness to Beckett’s anti-
novelistic reflections is most evident, Coetzee has made a career out of interrogating 
the novel’s cultural, historical, epistemological, and affective specificity as a form. 
This is evident in his attraction to figures who remain obdurately unnovelistic or 
unnovelizable (Michael K, Friday, vercueil, and Paul Rayment, to name only the 
most obvious), in his self-conscious hijacking of canonical novels (not just Robinson 
Crusoe and Roxana in Foe but Pamela in Age of iron, Crime and Punishment in The Mas-
ter of Petersburg, and Don Quixote in Slow Man), and, perhaps most important, in his 
commitment to present-tense modes of narration. Like the Barthes of Le degré zéro 
de l’écriture (1953), Coetzee has always seen the present tense as a means of escap-
ing the thralldom of the novel, which he identifies with the false assurances of the 
preterit or what Barthes called “the unreal time of cosmogonies, myths, History 
and Novels” (30). Adding another dimension to Coetzee’s uneasiness about being 
a “novelist,” Summertime (2009), his most recent fictionalized memoir, introduces 
the alternative term fictioneer (225).

Diary, which is set in Australia, continues these experiments with genre and 
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temporality by including two separate, present-tense narrative threads, each of 
which appears in a typographic space of its own below the forty-five numbered 
opinions. The first, which starts under entry one in the initial sequence of opin-
ions, is by JC himself. In it he tells his version of the story about his encounter 
with Anya, the attractive young woman he hires to type his “Strong Opinions,” 
and the subsequent events that constitute Diary’s plot (such as it is). In the second, 
which starts under entry six, Anya gives her own account of the same events, 
setting up an intricate play of perspectives (not just male/female but old/young, 
high-minded/commonsensical, etc.). It is difficult not to notice, given this contra-
puntal structure, that one of JC’s later entries is titled “On J. S. Bach.” Alan, Anya’s 
boyfriend, who is an investment consultant and a somewhat crudely caricatured 
rationalist, is the third main voice. Though he drives the minimalist plot—he puts 
Anya in an awkward position, which she triumphantly rises above, by planning 
to use his computer skills to get covert control over her aging employer’s bank 
accounts—he is not accorded any narrative space to himself. His hard-bitten, often 
deeply cynical observations form part of the JC and Anya threads.

On a first reading, these interwoven first-person/present-tense narratives are 
less striking than the elaborate, fugue-like structure of Diary as a whole, which 
raises large questions not just about the novel but about the practice of continu-
ous reading that the form has traditionally fostered. The layout of each page, the 
disruptive contretemps of the three levels, the juxtaposition of sequential and non-
sequential logics, and the internal dialogism—all impose a discontinuous style of 
reading, fatally undermining any novelistic expectations the reader might have. 
To read Diary for the first time is, if my own experience is anything to go by, to 
feel torn between the conventional novelistic desire to read for the plot, as it were, 
chasing forward to see how things unfold for either JC or Anya, and the tradi-
tional essayistic impulse to reflect on JC’s provocative opinions. These conflicts 
of interest are exacerbated by the fact that the characters frequently comment on 
and influence the opinions, drawing the reader backward or forward as the case 
may be. That the U.S. and U.K. editions each contain precisely the same 227 com-
posite pages suggests that the layout was carefully crafted by the publishers, no 
doubt under Coetzee’s close supervision. Though the U.K. edition is a larger for-
mat book, it includes exactly the same words and breaks on each page as the much 
smaller U.S. edition. In both versions, when we get to the entry “On Al Qaida,” for 
instance, JC’s opening comments on the BBC documentary are set alongside, and 
somewhat comically deflated by, his reflections on his deteriorating handwriting 
and his need to use a Dictaphone, after which we read Anya’s no less deflationary 
speculations about his potentially racialized (Aryan) taste in women. She then 
goes on to describe her skeptical response to the first of JC’s “Strong Opinions,” in 
which he analyzes Akira Kurosawa’s The Seven Samurai (1954). New Zealand and 
Australian readers cannot enjoy these contrapuntal effects in quite the same way 
because the Text edition, which takes up a mere 178 pages, fails to observe these 
strictures.

Yet if Diary obliges us to be wary of generic labels and, more particularly, of the 
habits of reading, feeling, and thinking that the novel has helped to naturalize, it 
raises no less challenging questions about the traditional role of the novelist, again 
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by creating a tension between its singularity as literary act and the way it is pre-
sented. Here the principal point of friction is between the “JC” we encounter within 
the covers of the book and the “J. M. Coetzee” emblazoned on the front covers of all 
three editions. Underlying this tension, however, is a larger question about Diary’s 
status as a work of fiction. Coetzee, who is also prominently identified as the win-
ner of the Nobel Prize in Literature on every cover, was, as the Australian edition 
notes, “born in Cape Town in 1940 and educated in South Africa and the United 
States.” It also mentions that he is “the author of ten novels, as well as of memoirs, 
translations and literary criticism” and that he has lived in Australia since 2002 
(inside back flap). It makes no reference to the fact that he became an Australian 
citizen four years later. Though many of the figures in what is, on one reading, the 
world of the fiction are convinced that JC is from South America—hence the title 
Señor and the name Juan—the ever tenacious and computer literate Alan looks 
him up on the Internet and discovers that he was “[b]orn [in] South Africa 1934” 
and that he is a “Novelist and critic” (50). given the notorious unreliability of 
the Internet, this could of course simply be an error, but later we are told that JC 
is seventy-two, which, given that he composes his “Strong Opinions” between 
September 2005 and May 2006, gives the earlier date an air of plausibility. Adding 
a further complication, the U.K. edition uniquely calls JC an “Australian writer” 
(inside flap) while the U.S. blurb writers refer to him only as “Señor C.”

The temptation to see this as merely an ingenious but inconsequential postmod-
ern game and, following Brooks, to resolve the problem by equating JC straightfor-
wardly with J. M. Coetzee is at times difficult to resist. In entry six in the “Second 
Diary,” for instance, JC describes a visit to the National Library in Canberra “[a] 
few weeks ago” where he talks about “my novel Waiting for the Barbarians,” which 
he says “emerged from the South Africa of the 1970s, where the security police 
could come in and out and [blindfold] and handcuff you without explaining why” 
(171). He then goes on to describe how his comments about this work’s uncanny rel-
evance to what he calls “pending security legislation” were “reproduced in garbled 
form on the front page of the newspaper The Australian” (171). In fact, as opposed 
to fiction, Coetzee gave a reading from Barbarians at the National Library on Octo-
ber 23, 2005. Like JC, he too made a few rather more oblique introductory remarks 
about its contemporary significance, which the Australian promptly reported as “a 
thinly veiled attack on Australia’s proposed anti-terrorism laws” in which Coetzee 
supposedly likened “the Howard government’s controversial reforms to human 
rights abuses under apartheid in his native South Africa” (Price 1). Tellingly, the 
headline read: “Nobel Author Sees Parallel in Terror Laws.” Though pressed by 
journalists, Coetzee characteristically did not make the connection explicit in his 
own talk. That the journalist Matt Price made all the transcription errors JC attri-
butes to the Australian makes a narrowly autobiographical reading of entry six all 
the more tempting. Price used the word barnstorm where Coetzee/JC apparently 
used blindfold, for instance, and he substituted real for legal in the phrase “no legal 
recourse” (Diary 171). The trouble is that Price also went on to report Coetzee’s 
comments about the difficulties that apartheid South Africa’s terror laws created 
for journalists, whereas JC claimed “this was not reported” (171). So fiction blurs 
into fact and vice versa, while actual misreporting becomes an apparently fictional 
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misreporting of misreporting, leaving us as readers at a loss as to which protocols 
to apply. Does this mean that Diary is not really a work of fiction after all but a 
strangely confessional exercise in displaced autobiography? Or that JC’s “Strong 
Opinions” are in the final analysis really J. M. Coetzee’s?

In an interview given soon after it was announced that he had won the Nobel 
Prize, Coetzee made some comments about the award that have a bearing on these 
questions. “In its conception,” he observed, “the literature prize [first awarded in 
1901] belongs to days when a writer could still be thought of as, by virtue of his or 
her occupation, a sage, someone with no institutional affiliations who could offer 
an authoritative word on our times as well as on our moral life” (“Exclusive”). 
“This idea of [the] writer was pretty much dead today,” he said, before adding, 
“I would certainly feel very uncomfortable in the role” (“Exclusive”). Anxieties 
about the authority and traditional role of the writer, particularly the novelist, 
have been with Coetzee throughout his career, as his play on his own name in 
Dusklands reveals, and they surface in Diary once again. Explaining why JC has 
been willing to respond to his german publisher’s request to contribute to Strong 
Opinions, Alan, for instance, sardonically comments that “in places like germany 
and France people still tend to drop to their knees before sages with white beards,” 
whereas “in the English-speaking world, the world of hard heads and common 
sense, a book of pronouncements on the real world won’t get much traction, com-
ing from a man whose sole achievement lies in the sphere of the fanciful” (206–7). 
At another point, in an entry called “On authority in fiction,” JC returns to these 
preoccupations, albeit in a more reflective, theoretical mode. After reviewing the 
austerely disenchanted arguments of Barthes and Foucault, who claimed that “the 
authority of the author has never amounted to anything more than a bagful of 
rhetorical tricks,” he describes the “guilty fascination” with which he continues 
to read Tolstoy, the “exemplary target” of the “formalist critic” (149–50). Like his 
contemporary Walt Whitman, JC observes, “Tolstoy was treated not only as a great 
author but as an authority on life, a wise man, a sage” (151). In his view, however, 
“[t]hey were poets above all; otherwise they were ordinary men with ordinary, fal-
lible opinions” (151). Yet as poets of their time who believed not in “tricks of rheto-
ric” but in attaining authority “by opening the poet-self to some higher force,” 
they were also still vulnerable: “[T]he god can be invoked, but does not necessar-
ily come” (151). At this point JC turns to Kierkegaard, citing his maxim “Learn to 
speak without authority” (151). This was the thrust of many statements with which 
Kierkegaard prefaced his own deliberately evasive writings. In one of the more 
notable, he described himself as an author “personally most aware of his own 
imperfections and guilt” who refused “to call himself a truth-witness, but only a 
singular kind of poet and thinker” who wrote “without authority” (Kierkegaard 
165).

With all its semiparodic “Strong Opinions” and its relentless equivocations, 
Diary of a Bad Year is perhaps Coetzee’s most elaborate working out of his own 
discomfort with the expectations and anachronistic forms of authority thrust 
on him as a writer, especially after the Nobel Prize. Yet if it confirms his refusal 
to play the role of the novelist-sage or, in more contemporary terms, the media 
pundit who is willing, as Brooks believed, to issue a “diatribe against America’s 
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role in the world,” it is also a more positive testament to his own singularity as a 
writer who, among other things, set himself the task of attempting to transform 
the “habitus” or “idioculture” of his likely readership. In this he can claim not only 
Kier kegaard as a precursor but the most eminent victorian anti-sage, Oscar Wilde, 
and, of course, most writers now identified as belonging to the modernist tradi-
tion that excised the essayistic narratorial voice from the novel. Like them, albeit 
in his own way, Coetzee has devoted his life to defending literature as a legitimate 
mode of public intervention in its own right, not to escape the burdens of history 
or politics but to confront them on his own resolutely literary terms. To say this 
is to say very little, however, not just because it begs the ill-conceived question 
“What is literature?” but because it fails to address Coetzee’s wariness about play-
ing any prescribed part or the implications of his own “jocoserious abnegation of 
big-phallus status” (Giving 103).

In this context, and to return to my initial questions about the phrase “the ethics 
of reading,” we could do well to recall Maurice Blanchot’s nuanced self-reflections 
on the role of the writer in late-1950s France. In a short article that first appeared 
in April 1958 under the knowingly ironic title “The Power and the glory,” Blan-
chot articulates his own comparable refusals as a writer confronting the rise of de 
gaulle’s strongly nationalistic Fifth Republic during the anticolonial struggle in 
Algeria. He begins, however, by reflecting on the central role publishers play as 
guardians of the literary. “[T]here is always, for authority, something suspicious 
and badly timed in the very act of publishing,” Blanchot remarks, “because this act 
makes the public exist, which, always undetermined, escapes the sternest political 
determinations” (246). Having thus laid the groundwork for defending the auton-
omy of a French “Republic of Letters” against de gaulle’s totalizing ambitions—it 
is worth noting that the French authorities were then trying to close down Editions 
Minuit, one of Blanchot’s main publishers—he goes on to complicate his argument 
by describing the exacting “mobility” of the interventionist writer in the following 
terms: “[S]peaking of politics, it is always of something else that the writer speaks: 
of ethics; speaking of ethics, it is ontology; of ontology, poetry; speaking finally of 
literature, ‘his single passion’, it is to return to politics, ‘his single passion’” (248–49). 
The deliberate circularity of this formulation can be read both as a forthright chal-
lenge to de gaulle’s resurgent nationalism and as a gentle critique of Levinas’s ethi-
cism, which, as we have seen, Miller echoed in the early 1980s by positing the pri-
macy of ethics over politics, an unhappy move that has, I would argue, continued 
to haunt the ethical turn ever since. As Coetzee’s (or JC’s?) remarks about Waiting 
for the Barbarians indicate, a comparable confounding of categories and hierarchies 
has always characterized his own writings, giving the lie to his U.S. publisher’s 
claim that Diary “takes on the world of politics—a new topic for Coetzee” (inside 
front flap). Clearly it is not just the “school of suspicion” that stands in the way of 
our ability to accept Diary at face value. Yet if the tensions between its manifest 
singularity and how it has thus far been presented and read are anything to go by, 
the imperative to do so is undeniable. This is in part because Diary calls on us to 
reflect on our role in the world as professional critics whose raison d’être is to keep 
the inventiveness of writing alive. It is also because it demands that we come to 
terms with the many shifting material and virtual spaces we inhabit and with our 
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own vulnerability as radically finite  readers for whom the primacy of the ethical 
can never be assured or assuring.
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