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Seen against the background of the vast scholarly and polemical literature
on censorship, J. M. Coetzee’s Giving Offense (1996) stands out as an
avowedly singular intervention. As Coetzee himself points out in the pref-
ace, the twelve essays that make up the volume, most of which originally
appeared between 1988 and 1993, constitute neither a “history” nor a
“strong theory” of censorship. Rather they represent an attempt, Wrst, “to
understand a passion with which I have no intuitive sympathy, the passion
that plays itself out in acts of silencing and censoring,” and second, “to
understand, historically and sociologically, why it is that I have no sym-
pathy with that passion.”1 These prefatory remarks prepare the way for a
wide-ranging interdisciplinary study that is at once psychoanalytic, liter-
ary, historical, sociological, and autobiographical. They also make plain the
antirationalist spirit of Coetzee’s enquiry, which centers not so much on
legislative history or the practice of censorship as on the passions revealed
and concealed in writings for or against it. One of the most important
essays, “Emerging from Censorship” (1993), seeks, for instance, to under-
stand the curiously “contagious power” of the censor’s “paranoia” (37).
Why is it, Coetzee asks, that writers—and here he includes himself—so
often “record the feeling of being touched and contaminated by the sick-
ness of the state” (35)?
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The antirationalist spirit of this question is as evident in the essays
on speciWc censors and dissident writers as it is in some of Coetzee’s own
general arguments against censorship. “Censorship is not an occupation
that attracts intelligent, subtle minds,” he notes at one point, adding that
it “puts power in the hands of persons with a judgmental, bureaucratic
cast of mind that is bad for the cultural and even the spiritual life of the
community” (viii, 10). Characteristically, given the focus of his enquiry, he
bases his objection not on matters of principle but on judgments about the
censors’ quality of mind and the pernicious public effects of their author-
ity. A similar logic underlies his analysis of the censors’ more immediate
impact on writers. What concerns him most in this case is the psychologi-
cal damage censorship inXicts irrespective of whether or not a writer’s
works are banned, an effect he feels he can represent only in an arrestingly
precarious series of gendered and highly sexualized Wgures. In ideal con-
ditions, the “inner drama” of writing could, he suggests, be construed as
a transaction between the writer and the “Wgure of the beloved,” the inter-
nalized reader whom the writer “tries to please” but, as important, “sur-
reptitiously to revise and re-create” as “the-one-who-will-be-pleased.”
“Imagine what will happen,” he then asks, “if into this transaction is intro-
duced in a massive and undeniable way the dark-suited, bald-headed censor,
with his pursed lips and his red pen and his irritability and his censorious-
ness—the censor, in fact, as a parodic version of the Wgure-of-the-father.”
The logical consequence of this consciously Freudian chain of Wgures is
inevitable. “Working under censorship is like being intimate with someone
who does not love you, with whom you want no intimacy, but who presses
himself in upon you. The censor is an intrusive reader, a reader who forces
his way into the intimacy of the writing transaction, forces out the Wgure
of the loved or courted reader, reads your words in a disapproving and
censorious fashion” (38).

Once again Coetzee conducts the argument not in terms of principle—
he makes no appeal, say, to the language of rights—but through a “specu-
lative” analysis of the censor’s passion and the effects of his “contagious
power” (37). He also argues from personal testimony. Though never
banned, he did have the misfortune to begin his publishing career in the
1970s, one of the worst decades in the history of South African censorship
under apartheid, and so his striking image of the censor as an unwelcome,
“intrusive reader” is all the more disconcerting because it comes, as he
notes, partly from introspection.

Yet he did not intend this to be merely an autobiographical exercise. His
purpose was to analyze the discourse he shared with other writers working
under censorship, whether in South Africa or elsewhere, and to situate it
historically. His image of the censor as a patriarchal monster or censorious
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bureaucrat was, he recognized, not particularly unique or new, nor was
it untouched by the paranoia he detected in the censors themselves. It was
part of his European cultural inheritance, reXecting his continuity with a
tradition of increasingly “settled and institutional” hostility between artists
and “governmental authority,” which he dated from the late eighteenth
century. Artists, he notes, have over the past two centuries assumed it as
“their social role, and sometimes indeed as their vocation and destiny, to
test the limits (that is to say, the weak points) of thought and feeling, of rep-
resentation, of the law, and of opposition itself, in ways that those in power
were bound to Wnd uncomfortable and even offensive” (9). Though Coetzee
himself is acutely sensitive to the potential pitfalls of this heroic authorial
self-construction—he analyzes this powerfully in essays on Solzhenitsyn
and André Brink—he is equally aware of the extent to which the coun-
tervailing idea of the censor as adversary has shaped the institution of lit-
erature in modernity. The censor, as hateful guardian of the Law, is an
opponent the transgressive modern writer has somehow needed.

Just how these nightmarish censor Wgures, who have for so long haunted
Western literary culture, relate to the all-too-human censors of history, par-
ticularly in the case of apartheid South Africa, is not always easy to pre-
dict. Indeed, what makes the once secret history of Coetzee’s own fate at
the hands of the apartheid censors so challenging and signiWcant is the un-
expected gulf the archives reveal between the reality of his felt experience
under censorship—which was, of course, not just his—and the ofWcial
response to his work. Though there were many censors in the system with
a “judgmental, bureaucratic cast of mind,” and no doubt many who could
be cast as dramatis personae in Coetzee’s version of the writer’s “inner
drama,” those who read and reported on his own novels seem disturbingly
miscast for their role. In the Heart of the Country (1977) and Life and Times
of Michael K (1983) were, as I reported in an article in the TLS in May 2000,
read and passed by an unusually sophisticated group, appointed in part for
their literary expertise: Anna Louw, a respected Afrikaans writer; H. van der
Merwe Scholtz, a minor poet and professor of Afrikaans literature; F. C.
Fensham, a professor of Semitic languages; and Rita Scholtz, an educated
“ordinary” reader with special literary interests. Their reports echo the
praise Coetzee received from many of his earliest critical champions, and at
times even read like fairly interesting literary criticism. Anna Louw, in fact,
very quickly reworked her Afrikaans censorship report on In the Heart of
the Country into two local newspaper reviews, praising it as her book of the
year for 1977, and a decade later she published a more elaborate English
version in the British scholarly journal PN Review, where she responded
enthusiastically to the novel as an allegory of a Calvinist consciousness.2

A report on a third novel, Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), which
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has only recently come to light, conWrms this unexpected pattern. In this
instance, the censor and chair of the relevant reading committee was Regi-
nald Lighton, an elderly (he was born in 1903) retired professor of educa-
tion at the University of Cape Town.3 A former teacher and inspector of
schools, Lighton was, like Merwe Scholtz, Wrmly part of the censorship
establishment by 1980. He had served on the early Publications Control
Board as a member and then as vice chairman from 1970. After the new
censorship system was set up in 1975, he was an assistant and then deputy
director of the new Directorate of Publications. He was also something of
a literary man. A minor novelist, a children’s writer, and a literary anthol-
ogist, his modest success was not harmed by the fact that he was also
a school inspector. His one novel, Out of the Strong: A Bushveld Story
(1957), an uplifting moral tale for teenage boys, went through two editions
and four reprintings, no doubt partly because it was, like his anthology
Stories South African, prescribed for white secondary schools. Lighton did,
it seems, have a bureaucratic cast of mind—he served on endless councils
and committees, and clearly enjoyed being an administrator—but, if his
report on Waiting for the Barbarians is anything to go by, he was not espe-
cially judgmental or censorious. Like the others who read Coetzee’s work,
he was also not disapproving.

Waiting for the Barbarians, like the other two novels, reached the cen-
sors, via customs in Cape Town, who intercepted the Wrst consignment of
the Secker and Warburg hardback edition and submitted a copy to the
Directorate on 25 November 1980. Following the usual practice, the copy
was then passed on to the principal reader, in this case Lighton. Dated 7
December and written in English, his report began with the required brief
synopsis of the story, which he introduced with a series of quotations from
the confrontational blurb that Coetzee had either written or authorized.
“For decades (an) old Magistrate had [sic] run the affairs of a tiny frontier
settlement, . . . occupying himself in philandering & antiquarianism, ignor-
ing the conXuence of forces . . . leading to war between the barbarians
(frontier nomads) & the Empire he serves [sic].” The Magistrate’s situa-
tion “is that of all men living in unbearable complicity with regimes which
elevate their own survival above justice & decency.”4 Having set this out,
Lighton immediately noted: “The locality is obscure; some oasis in an arid
region north of the equator, where winters are icy.” What he wanted to
stress was that “it is nowhere near Southern Africa, nor is there any white
populace” and that “there are no apparent parallels,” though he added,
“some symbols may be found.” The rest of his summary comprised a
sketchy account of the plot and a short character analysis of the magistrate,
whom he described as “a compassionate, sincere man, a loner who has
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gone ‘semi-native,’ to the extent that he antagonises the police & military
authorities—for he reveals some sympathy with the barbarians.” It was,
in his view, a “sombre, tragic book,” which ended “with the bloody but
always unbowed Magistrate heading the dispirited remnants of the popu-
lace ‘waiting for the barbarians.’” No doubt the ironies of his use of the
much-cited phrase from “Invictus,” W. E. Henley’s bombastic late-Victorian
poem about manly heroism in the face of death, were not intended—his
experience as a writer of stories for boys seems to have colored his inter-
pretation of the ending.

The passages Lighton thought “may possibly be regarded as undesir-
able” almost all fell under Section 47(2)(a) of the 1974 Publications Act,
which dealt with what might be “indecent or obscene or offensive or harm-
ful to public morals.” Most centered on the magistrate’s various real or
imagined sexualized encounters with the young barbarian girl (30, 40, 44,
55, 63, 66, 149), a town girl (42), and an older woman (151), but he also
highlighted the scene in which the magistrate voyeuristically witnesses sex
between the town girl and a young boy (97).5 Though he underlined those
pages containing scenes of full intercourse (63 and 97), he remarked that
all these “sex incidents” were “generally vague, implicit.” Under clause (a),
he also noted scenes of “brutality,” especially Colonel Joll’s public Xogging
of the captured barbarians (103–8) and Warrant OfWcer Mandel’s tortur-
ing and mock hanging of the magistrate (115–16, 119–21). For the rest, he
simply counted up the words “fuck” (“8 times”) and “shit” (“6 times”)—
he found the soldier’s abusive language on page 138 especially noteworthy.
The only passage he felt might be undesirable in other ways was the scene
in which Mandel Wrst reads the charges, ranging from incompetence to
treason, against the magistrate (84). From the page number, it is most likely
that he was concerned about the magistrate’s comments on the bureau’s
cynical abuse of due process. “They will use the law against me as far as
it serves them, then they will turn to other methods. That is the Bureau’s
way. To people who do not operate under statute, legal process is simply
one instrument among many.” Lighton may also have been worried about
his subsequent analysis of Mandel’s character, however. The magistrate
goes on to describe Mandel as one of those “men who might as easily go
into lives of crime as into the service of the Empire (but what better branch
of service could they choose than the Bureau!).” In Lighton’s view, these
comments might be deemed “prejudicial to the safety of the State, the gen-
eral welfare or the peace and good order” (47[2][e]).

Yet, despite these potential difWculties, he was in no doubt that the novel
was “not undesirable.” His reasoning, which in effect became the commit-
tee’s recommendation, is worth citing in full.
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This is a somewhat Kafkaesque type of narrative, with the narrator
an elderly somewhat Quixotic Magistrate, for long posted at a lit-
tle frontier outpost, who has sought a modus vivendi if not operandi
with the nomadic tribes (the barbarians). But the ofWciously over-
bearing Imperial police & military Wnd in him an impediment to
their plan to extend Imperial sway to subduing the barbarians. So
there is tension between the ambitious authoritarians and the in-
dulgent magistrate. He loses position & authority, & suffers severe
battering. Doom, brutality and suffering suffuse this sombre book
unrelieved by any lighter touches. The few across the line sex inci-
dents are almost entirely inexplicit & in no case lust-provoking. The
locale is as obscure as Erewhon, and any symbolism more so—apart
from the arrogant tyranny of State [sic] senior ideologists—their
blinkered ideological outlook & ruthlessness. [Added as an after-
thought: Further symbolism could with diligence be extracted. All
is of world-wide signiWcance, not particularized.] Though the book
has considerable literary merit, it quite lacks popular appeal. The
likely readership will be limited largely to the intelligentsia, the dis-
criminating minority. There are less than a dozen “offensive” words,
and all are commonplace & functionally in context. We [“I” crossed
out] submit there is no convincing reason for declaring the book
undesirable.

The other committee members, including Rita Scholtz (who would go on
to chair the committee on Michael K) and F. C. Gonin (who had passed
In the Heart of the Country), simply endorsed this conclusion, which the
Directorate subsequently agreed not to appeal.

Now that reports justifying the release of all three novels have been
unearthed—Dusklands (1974) and Foe (1986) were not scrutinized—it
is possible to make some general remarks about the ofWcial response to
Coetzee’s work. To begin with, it is clear that all the censors recognized
that his novels tested the limits of the 1974 act, especially on matters of
public morals and state security. They included sexually frank episodes and
scenes of torture and brutality, and they were directly or indirectly critical
of the apartheid state or its agents. Their political subversion was especially
evident in Michael K, but, as Fensham noted, In the Heart of the Country
also displayed “traces of protest literature,” and Lighton recognized that
the agents of the bureau and the empire, for all their lack of speciWcity as
“symbols,” had some local resonance.6 His comments on torture, Joll, and
Mandel are particularly noteworthy, given Coetzee’s subsequent reXection
on Barbarians, the torture chamber, and the ethics of writing. Barbarians
was, Coetzee noted in “Into the Dark Chamber” (1986), “about the impact
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of the torture chamber on the life of a man of conscience,” a subject that
made it potentially complicit with the apartheid regime, since there was
“something tawdry about following the state . . . making its vile mysteries
the occasion of fantasy.”7 He would later develop this line of argument
more fully, not least in his challenging critique of Brink.8 Yet complicity
was only one side of the “dilemma proposed by the state.” Ignoring, as
opposed to exposing, its “obscenities” was equally unacceptable. Either
self-censorship or complicity—such were the grim alternatives the censor’s
intrusive gaze seemed to impose. For all his candor about the “contagious
power” of this gaze, Coetzee nonetheless felt that the writer’s “true chal-
lenge” was “how not to play the game by the rules of the state, how to
establish one’s own authority, how to imagine torture and death on one’s
own terms.”9 In the absence of the detailed information contained in the
censors’ reports, it was not possible—though it was of course for some
always tempting—to judge to what extent Coetzee managed to rise to his
own challenge. It is worth recalling that while the censors’ decision not to
ban any of the three novels they scrutinized was a matter of public knowl-
edge at the time—the fact that the books were embargoed and then released
was noted in the press—it was not known which censors acted in his case
or how they justiWed their recommendations. On the basis of this new evi-
dence, we can now make a more informed retrospective assessment of the
censors’ response to Coetzee’s own struggle to avoid the state’s dilemma.
Unexpectedly, this turns on their openness to, and idea of, the literary,
since, for all the readers, the committees, and ultimately for the Directorate
itself, his novels’ potential undesirability was mitigated by their manifest
literariness.10 They were not banned because they were sufWciently literary.

This of course begs a number of large questions, not least because it
meant various things. The novels were literary Wrst in the sense that they
had, as Lighton put it, no “popular appeal.” Their readership was restricted
to the “intelligentsia, the discriminating minority.” This quasi-sociological
conception of the literary did not simply mean that the novels were pass-
able because their impact in South Africa was expected to be slight. It
also assumed that undesirability was relative. No content was inherently
or absolutely undesirable, since its power to offend or threaten depended
on the number and kind of readers it was likely to reach and/or on the
way in which those putative readers were likely to respond to it. To this
extent, the censors’ conception of the literary depended in part on their
construction of the “literary reader.” As Rita Scholtz claimed in her report
on Michael K, its “sophisticated & discriminating” readership would “ex-
perience the novel as a work of art.”11 This conviction was inseparable
from the censors’ second, more aesthetic understanding of literariness. The
novels were also literary, and likely to be read as literature, they argued,
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because of their formal and rhetorical complexity, subtlety, or obscurity.
This was particularly important in relation to public morals. The novels’
aesthetic qualities functioned as a kind of protective covering that rendered
any potentially undesirable sexual or violent content innocuous. Anna
Louw, for instance, felt that the disturbed Wrst-person narrative mode of In
the Heart of the Country made tolerable the rape scenes “that might, in a
different context, be questioned as undesirable” (emphasis added).12

This idea of literature as a privileged aesthetic space, set apart from
more ordinary forms of discourse, including less literary novels, was not
based just on assumptions about form, however. Aspects of the novels’ con-
tent and themes, in particular their temporal and spatial settings, were
also important, not least in relation to their potential subversiveness. They
did not pose a threat to the apartheid state, the censors argued, since, as
literature, their settings were either universal or did not simply, essentially,
or directly reXect the contemporary South African situation. On this issue
their judgments were not always predictable. In the case of Waiting for
the Barbarians, Coetzee’s most antirealist novel, with its largely invented
geography and nonspeciWc setting in a colonial past, it is hardly surprising
that Lighton emphasized its redeeming universality, not only through his
comments on its setting but through his various allusions to the canon of
Western literature (“Kafkaesque,” “quixotic,” “Erewhon”). Though it could
be argued that the novel resists this kind of reading—for one thing, South
Africa is covered by Lighton’s term “world-wide”—it is of all Coetzee’s
Wctions the one most amenable to those committed to the belief in canon-
ical art’s universality. (Elsewhere I have argued that his novels resist nation-
centered readings and the equally reductive pieties of the particular.)13 It is
also, for the same reasons, the novel that leaves Coetzee most vulnerable
to the charge of self-censorship, not, as he thought, complicity. Yet on this
issue he clearly could not win. The dogma of universality—canonical liter-
ature is about everywhere and all times—was simply too entrenched in
the censor’s thinking. For Rita Scholtz, Michael K’s universality—she priv-
ileged a reading of it as an allegory of the alienated human condition in
the late twentieth century—enabled it to rise above the concretely realized
setting and the explicitly “derogatory” comments on the state; she did not
mention that the novel is set in the future. Like Lighton, she used the appeal
to universality to downplay, if not erase, what she took to be its relatively
direct relevance to contemporary South Africa. Though Anna Louw echoed
this wishful universalizing tendency in her individual comments on In the
Heart of the Country, the committee, in their general report on that novel,
took a different approach to its narrative displacements. They argued that
its portrayal of interracial sex was “perfectly acceptable” because the story
was set sometime in South Africa’s colonial past.14 In each case, then, the
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novels were passed not only because they were not popular, or because their
aesthetic qualities rendered them harmless, but because their real or imag-
ined spatiotemporal displacements—into South Africa’s past or future, into
a universal contemporary situation, or into the realm of pure imagina-
tion—and their manifest canonical status deemphasized or overwhelmed
their relevance to contemporary South Africa. All these factors ensured
that despite their potential undesirability they could be ofWcially approved
because they were not going to cause offense or threaten the state. They
were too literary to warrant banning, or, to be more precise, they were too
readily amenable to the censors’ idea of the literary and ways of reading to
be proscribed.

That the apartheid state put a group of censors so committed to defend-
ing the literary in such a powerful position is startling enough. Things
become more disconcerting, however, if we set these censors’ relatively
uncensorious judgments in the context of the critical reception of Coetzee’s
work in the late 1970s and 1980s. This is partly because some critics
did not Wt the censors’ construction of the “literary reader.” Indeed, while
the censors secretly judged Coetzee’s novels acceptable because they were
too literary, some leading critics, particularly in South Africa but also else-
where, openly considered them objectionable on the same grounds. If we
take Coetzee’s own much-cited essay “The Novel Today,” which he origi-
nally delivered as a talk in Cape Town in November 1987, as a testament
to the way in which he felt critics were responding to his work at that time,
then the challenges posed by the censors’ approval become all the more
acute. On that occasion, and to that local audience, which he assumed was
hostile, Coetzee portrayed himself as a “member of a tribe threatened with
colonisation,” his provocative Wgure for the novelist whose own speciWcally
literary discourse was in danger of being appropriated by the discourses
of politics, ethics, and, most notably, history.15 The main point of his talk
was, as he put it, to oppose the “powerful tendency, perhaps even domi-
nant tendency, to subsume the novel under history,” where history was
taken to be a Wxed, self-evident reality to which the novel was supposed
to bear witness. He also wanted to correct the misperception that novels,
like his own, that were not “investigations of real historical forces” were
somehow “lacking in seriousness.”16 This negative assessment, according
to which his novels were at best irrelevant or at worst inimical to the strug-
gle against apartheid, was of course only strengthened by the fact that they
were never banned.

According to the dominant view, only those novels that in a realist mode
put their literariness in the service of ethics, politics, and history deserved
to be valued and taken seriously in the pressing circumstances of South
Africa in the 1980s. This concerned Coetzee not just because it devalued
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his own work but because it assumed that literary discourse has no public
value or authority per se. This assumption could be articulated in two ways.
Where proponents of the “dominant tendency” recognized literariness,
they did so because it made possible especially effective ways of judging or
bearing witness to history (e.g., “from the inside,” as Stephen Clingman’s
Lukacsian study of Gordimer had it). This weaker formulation, which
was the focus of Coetzee’s critique, granted the literary some, albeit only
instrumental, value. According to the stronger formulation, which Coetzee
acknowledged only implicitly, the value of the literary was at best negligi-
ble, at worst nugatory. In this view, the literariness of a novel is irrelevant,
or relevant only negatively as obfuscation, since its value is wholly depen-
dent on its status as a social document dealing with issues of race, class, and
gender. This view is implied in Coetzee’s sardonic comment that “There is
a game going on between the covers of the book, but it is not always the
game you think it is. No matter what it may appear to be doing, the story
is not really playing the game you call Class ConXict or the game called
Male Domination or any of the other games in the games handbook.”17

His answer to both the stronger and the weaker forms of instrumental-
ized reading was emphatic. Not content simply to defend his own novelis-
tic practice, he insisted on literature as a speciWc kind of discourse, distinct
from the discourses of history, politics, and ethics, or, as he put it, “story-
telling as another, an other mode of thinking.”18 This appeal to distinc-
tiveness did not simply mean that, contrary to the weaker version of the
“dominant tendency,” literature was an autonomous rather than a supple-
mentary discourse, since for Coetzee distinctiveness also entailed rivalry.
Against the stronger version of the dominant view, the version that sought
to efface literariness altogether, he insisted that the literary existed in a
rivalrous relationship to the discourses of politics, ethics, and history. Read
as literature, in other words, his novels could be seen not simply to disturb
but to displace the authority of the historical categories—including race,
class, and gender—pervading, and often deforming, the wider public dis-
courses in and about apartheid South Africa. This further move was not
without risk, a point I shall develop later.

Coetzee’s formalist appeal to the literary as a discourse with its own
distinct or, more strongly, rivalrous mode of existence looks like a version
of the censors’ privileged aesthetic space, an afWnity that would of course
invite further suspicions of self-censorship and compound the historical
ironies. Far from being patriarchal monsters determined to usurp the posi-
tion of the beloved reader, it seems that the unexpectedly literary censors,
not the politicized critics, were Coetzee’s closest allies in the 1980s. For
Anna Louw this was not surprising. Coetzee, she felt, was on her side. In
her PN Review article, she eagerly noted some reservations he had expressed
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about “politically committed literature” in an interview of 1978, before
adding that such writing had, in her view, “reached a fever pitch in both
English and Afrikaans literary circles” in South Africa.19 Yet the bogus
drama of this next unexpected turn—it is not difWcult to imagine the head-
lines: “Great Writer Loved by Censors, Hated by Critics”—obscures a more
testing set of reversals, which reXect more profound theoretical and ulti-
mately cultural anxieties about the literary. In the febrile political context
of South Africa in the 1980s, Coetzee’s novels did not just fall victim to the
censorious critics or, perhaps more damningly, to the censors’ approval.
This was partly because the censors were not simply state functionaries
who applied the law mechanically. It was also partly because the critics did
not see themselves only as evaluators and interpreters of Coetzee’s novels.
The situation was made more challenging, and worse still for Coetzee,
because both the censors and the critics took on the additional task of
policing the category of the literary, of deciding what constituted literature
or, more narrowly, what could count as serious literature, which they of
course deWned in opposite ways.

Their opposing deWnitions can be summed up brieXy if we follow the
cogent formula Stanley Fish proposed in a major theoretical essay of 1973

(revised in 1980). To summarize two dominant attitudes to the literary in
Western thinking, both of which relied on a purely linguistic analysis of the
difference between literary language and a supposedly normative ordinary
language, Fish outlined what he termed “message-plus” and “message-
minus” approaches to the question. “A message-minus deWnition,” as he
put it, “is one in which the separation of literature from the normative cen-
ter of ordinary language is celebrated; while in a message-plus deWnition,
literature is reunited with the center by declaring it to be a more effective
conveyor of the messages ordinary language transmits.”20 One of the chief
difWculties with these traditional formulations, Fish then pointed out, is
that, while purporting to be universal in scope, and to deWne literature once
and for all in purely linguistic terms, each entailed a set of speciWc, and
wholly opposed, aesthetic valuations. “Message-minus theorists are forced
to deny literary status to works whose function is in part to convey infor-
mation or offer propositions about the real world. . . . Message-plus theo-
rists, on the other hand, are committed to downgrading works in which
elements of style do not either reXect or support a propositional core.”21

The relevance of this seemingly abstruse theoretical problem to the
murky circumstances of Coetzee’s reception in the 1980s is not difWcult to
see. The censors, who were adherents of the “message-minus” deWnition,
passed Coetzee’s novels because they were sufWciently literary on their
terms. As literature they were far enough removed from more ordinary dis-
courses, including less literary novels, that would, with the same content,
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be offensive or subversive. By contrast, the critics, who at best followed
the “message-plus” view, downgraded Coetzee’s novels because they were
too literary according to their deWnition. They lacked seriousness because
they did not engage effectively (i.e., realistically) enough with the struggle
against apartheid.

Fish’s essay is worth invoking in this context not only because it clari-
Wes the stakes involved in this strange, previously invisible contest between
the censors and the critics in a usefully concise way. It is also especially
pertinent because it inXuenced Coetzee’s own thinking about the category
of the literary, as evidenced in his 1987 talk. At one point, for instance,
he updated Fish’s arithmetic—all the plusses and minuses—bringing it into
the age of the desktop computer. “There is no addition in stories. They are
not made up of one thing plus another thing, message plus vehicle, sub-
structure plus superstructure. On the keyboard on which they are written,
the plus key does not work. There is always a difference; and the difference
is not a part, the part left behind after the subtraction. The minus key does
not work either: the difference is everything.”22

This explicitly allusive passage, one of many in the talk as a whole, casts
a different light on Coetzee’s defense of the distinctiveness of the literary,
and on his relationship to the censors. Though his talk was quite clearly a
defense of literature’s autonomy, it was not in any way an endorsement of
the censors’ morally compromised faith in subtraction, where the literary
becomes an aesthetic covering that sets canonical novels apart and ren-
ders them innocuous. Nor did it offer any backing for his critics’ morally
laudable faith in addition, where the literary becomes an effective supple-
ment to more ordinary discursive modes. In his view, literary discourse was
neither more nor less than the discourses of politics, ethics, and history. It
was just different—though, as I have intimated, his further insistence on its
status as a rival discourse goes beyond mere difference, problematically
reinscribing the literary in a broader cultural struggle for power and priv-
ilege. To the extent that he insisted on difference, however, Coetzee was as
far from the censors as he was from his more adversarial critics, who were,
at least at the level of theory, rather more like each other than they would
have liked to acknowledge. For one thing, both assumed that “form” and
“content” are in principle separable; and, for another, both presupposed
that the literary could be deWned only relative to a putatively Wxed norm
of a message-bearing ordinary discourse. These were two assumptions that
Coetzee’s appeal to distinctiveness—“the difference is everything”—was
intended to repudiate. As he argued in “The Novel Today,” with refer-
ence to the critics (and a year earlier in “Into the Dark Chamber”) with
the censors in mind, literature’s authority, and his claim to seriousness as
a novelist, lay in its irreducible power to intervene in the public sphere on
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its own terms, since its effectiveness, including its political effectiveness, and
its literariness were inseparable. The trouble was, despite Coetzee’s efforts,
surreptitious or otherwise, to court a beloved ideal reader, few actual read-
ers appeared willing or able to recognize, let alone endorse, this idea of the
literary in the 1970s and 1980s.

To Coetzee it looked at that time as if his particular literary project was
imperiled by two very different and especially intrusive kinds of reader: the
judgmental, wholly unliterary censor on the one hand; and the appropria-
tive, politicized literary critic on the other. Yet, as I have tried to show, the
situation was made all the more trying because the actual censors who read
his novels behind the scenes were not quite the opponents they seemed.
Now that their detailed reports have emerged from the shadows it is pos-
sible to offer a new retrospective reading of the situation, which links the
censors and the critics in unexpected ways and puts the question of litera-
ture at the center of things. On the basis of this new evidence, Coetzee could
still be Wgured as the embattled member of a marginal tribe threatened
with colonization by two opposing but equally intrusive forces: censorship
and literary criticism. But we would now have to acknowledge that both
were directed toward a common goal: misrecognizing the distinctiveness of
his novels by assimilating them into their contradictory conceptions of the
literary. In this analysis, it could be argued that Coetzee emerges as a hero
of the margins, as, say, a Kafkaesque hunger artist working in the tradition
of a minor literature, always against the odds.

This is still a popular image of Coetzee-as-novelist, one that he, of course,
partly authorized in his polemical 1987 talk, particularly when he shifted
the locus of his argument from difference to rivalry. Yet championing him
in this way only complicates matters further, in my view. For one thing,
the move from difference to rivalry had the unhappy effect of implicating
Coetzee in a troubled European high-cultural tradition of “metacultural
discourse,” as Francis Mulhern has usefully termed it, according to which
the literary represents not only a distinct mode of discourse but also a gen-
uine alternative, particularly when set alongside the political. “What speaks
in metacultural discourse is the cultural principle itself,” Mulhern notes, “as
it strives to dissolve the political as locus of general arbitration in social rela-
tions.”23 Coetzee’s claims about rivalry echo this tradition insofar as they
present the literary as a real choice, in the logic of an either/or, set against
some abstractly conceived “political discourse.” In so doing, I would argue,
he threatened to undermine his powerful claims about difference by over-
stating his case and by mirroring the equally exaggerated distortions of his
most outspoken opponents: where he tended toward a hyperinXation of the
literary at the expense of the political, they did the opposite.24 None of this
rests easily with an idea of Coetzee as an embattled hero of the margins.
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Championing him in this way can be limiting in other, more general
respects as well, especially if it entails stabilizing his particular deWnition of
the literary or turning it into yet another universal. Doing so would simply
repeat the mistakes of the censors and critics and so risk ignoring the most
signiWcant lesson of Fish’s essay: “All aesthetics . . . are local and conven-
tional rather than universal, reXecting a collective decision as to what will
count as literature, a decision that will be in force only so long as a com-
munity of readers or believers (it is very much an act of faith) continues
to abide by it.”25 In this respect it is important to remember that, for all
his indebtedness to Fish in “The Novel Today,” Coetzee spoke in 1987 as
a novelist, not as a literary theorist. His object was not, following Fish, to
expose the logical impossibility of ever establishing a stable, “objective”
deWnition of the literary on purely linguistic grounds. It was to intervene
in a collective debate about what counts as literature and to persuade a
community of readers to change their ideas. As his own often hyperbolic
language reveals—all that rhetoric of rivalry and colonization—he was
deWantly defending his own heterodox literary faith against orthodoxies
that were more powerful (because more widely shared) but no more solidly
founded. Though aimed at his more adversarial critics, this challenge could,
as I have argued, equally have been directed at the approving censors.

If this less enchanted analysis does not exactly rally to Coetzee’s cause,
neither does it undermine the value or persuasiveness of his case. On the
contrary, it makes it all the more compelling because it insists on the liter-
ary, not as a universally Wxed or “natural” category, or as a privileged dis-
course above the fray, but as the site of constant cultural, legal, political,
and ethical struggle in which Coetzee, as novelist, is just one relatively
powerless Wgure among many. Nor does this perspective prevent anyone
from endorsing his particular literary faith. Though his conception of the
literary as a rival to the discourses of history and politics, in my view, risks
pushing the important argument about difference too far and closes down
too many possibilities, especially considering the long tradition of satirical
Wction, I, for one, would rather be a “Coetzeean” than anything else when
it comes to literary matters. DifWculties would arise only if this commitment
was seen as anything other than a corroborating act of faith in our time.

This admittedly rather dispassionate stance would not only have impor-
tant consequences for literary criticism, however. It would also oblige us to
open up more effective lines of communication between literary theory and
cultural history, including book history. If the Wrst stage in the argument is
to move against the censors and the critics by shifting the locus of literari-
ness from the text to the reader, the second is to historicize the resulting
“interpretive communities” more radically, as Fish always insisted, and
so make possible a “truly new literary history.”26 Relocating the question
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of literature in larger and more richly realized sociopolitical contexts, en-
compassing numerous intersecting communities, including censors, critics,
writers, publishers, teachers, and so-called “ordinary” readers, requires a
parallactic style of cultural history, which privileges no single point of view.
Written from neither the critic’s nor the writer’s perspective—the vantage
points for most traditional literary histories—this kind of narrative would
involve a particularly comprehensive, if never impossibly totalizing, account
of how the overdetermined, often conXicting, and always volatile desires
of various interest groups (“communities” perhaps presupposes too much)
have shaped literary history—or, more accurately, have shaped the category
of the literary in history. Such an approach would necessarily pay particu-
lar attention to the fractious and now also wholly globalized public arena
(“public sphere” implies an unwarranted degree of coherence) in which the
sometimes costly effects of speciWc deWnitions of the literary are worked
out and felt. It is here that books are banned or approved, writers praised
or blamed, and seemingly innocent matters of taste linked to larger ques-
tions of social and political power—all in the name of what “we” (who
exactly?) call literature. Moreover, it is in this arena that the apparently
abstract question of literature confronts an unpredictable world in which
censors are not just state functionaries serving oppressive regimes but also
morally compromised devotees of the literary, where progressive critics can
be self-appointed literature police, where writers constantly risk making
it new, and where everyone dreams up his or her own version of the ideal
“literary reader.” Above all it is in this arena that the paradoxical author-
ity of the literary—not as a privileged discourse above or outside the law,
history, or politics, but as the most fragile of categories—is revealed most
acutely and poignantly.
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