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Abstract 

Social consciousness is Coetzee’s literary weapon. As a white writer, he captures in his novels, the real sufferings and 
experience of the Africans. It is hard to find a unified national literature without distinction of ‘black’ and ‘white’. He outrages the 
false granted realities of social exploitation of South African blacks. There have been physical and material slurs on the South African 
society. He struggles for the identification of black people, with a strong faith in their capacity for self-emancipation. Coetzee’s 
literary intersection, if viewed with a wider sense, is never controversial issue to him, but is paramount to changing people’s 
perceptions.  

 
Key words: Racism, Apartheid, Slavery, Oppressed, Colonialism, Cultural Politics. 
 
Introduction 

The expanse of South African literature is diverse. It is more sensible to narrate its multi-faceted literature that absorbs the 
varied cultures and language groups, inhabiting this continent. The constitution celebrates its tremendous diversity of culture, heritage 
and tradition. Paradoxically but true, it is unrealistic to imagine a unified and homogenous volume of Africa amidst African literature. 
The mere reason that history seeks is the fatal interference of European colonial powers that emphasizes only one literature, ignoring 
the African rather than race. The spontaneous intermixing of the colonial contexts, only favours a political idealism of unified African 
literature, which does not really exist, unfabricated. In the emergent academic paradigm of post-colonial theory various discourses and 
institutions re-inscribes this absurdity. 

 
Of a major exemplary works of the South African literature, the novelist and critic, J.M. Coetzee, approbates the prevalent 

socio-political themes. His works suggest that almost all kind of South African literature has been jeopardized from the physical and 
material impediments put on South African society. His writings expound the different themes – race, gender and society and culture 
of the continent.  He critically reacts to the issues associated with his personal experiences like, death, black-white affiliation, and 
apartheid system. Coetzee’s early and middle novels portray the social- political themes apparently through the disrupted selves of his 
characters in their different settings. Coetzee’s works sanction that south-Africa continues to be transparently knowable beleaguered 
society. His characters and his ideology apparently visualize his motif transfused in his novels. 

 
Racism and Distinction: 

Racism feeds assumptions of the rights of dominating others via superiority of colour. It may be color-based violence, 
discrimination, and prejudice. A similar idea does Merriam Webster’s Dictionary define race as, “a belief that race is the primary 
determinant of human traits and capacities and that racial differences produce an inherent superiority of particular race, and that is also 
the prejudice base on the such a belief.” Race has been a complicated historical term. The end of the ninetieth century has been period 
of many social and political developments and the twentieth century has led to the transformation and the discourse of race.  

 
Ania Looma in her book Colonialism / Post –Colonialism: The Key Concepts defines, “race has thus functioned as one of the 

most powerful and yet most fragile markers of human identity” (121). She believes that race is rather social implied and never 
biological reality. 

 
Bill Ashcraft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin have remarked in their book Post-Colonial Studies note,  
 

“race is . . . it quickly become one of the imperialism’s most supportive ideas, because the idea of superiority that 
generated the emergence of race as a concept adapted easily to both impulses of the imperial mission: dominance and 
enlightenment” (73). With fair and dominant culture, but black is equated with ugliness and slavery. South African 
writer, Alan Patan has correctly called apartheid as the finest blend of cruelty and idealism ever devised by man.  
 

Kanan Malik mentions in his book The Meaning of Race: Race, History and Culture in Western Society the three movements 
have studied, “the coming of mass democracy, the age of imperialist expansion, and the impact of Nazism” (114).  
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John Maxwell Coetzee’s novels allegorically represents through his characters intending as symbols of the oppression the 
black man undergoes in apartheid South Africa, and the effects of racism on the psychological composition of both the oppressors and 
the oppressed, making use of indeterminate time and space. Racial inequity has been a prominent theme amongst most of the 
momentous writers’ in their novels of their writings are like Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye and Beloved, Chinua Achebe’s Things 
Fall Apart, and Nadine Gordimer’s Burger's Daughter along with Coetzee’s novels In the Heart of the Country and Age of Iron have 
made unquestionable contribution to world literature. J.M. Coetzee’s fictions In the Heart of the Country and Age of Iron marks 
special reference to the effect of racism in unleashing discrimination in South African society. In the novel, In the Heart of the 
Country, the protagonists Hendrik and his wife encounter the racial problems they met as black servants in a white owner’s farm.  

 
Paul A. Cantor, an American literary critic, in his article “Happy Days in the Veld: Beckett and Coetzee’s in the Heart of the 

Country” details that “Everything that seems real to her is in fact imagined, in that sense, the fullness of her existence is an illusion 
and hence a kind of emptiness” (91). 

 
The novel outlines a world shot through oppositional annotations like, master and slave, white and black, man and woman, 

old and young, father and child, European and native, human and animal, God and human. Racism remains an axis of this novel story, 
Magda distinguishes this point in realizing the sexual attractiveness of black, Klein-Anna for white, her father. Margaret Lenta reacts 
in his article “An analysis of In the Heart of the Country, by J.M. Coetzee”,  

 
“The seduction of his “colored” farmhand’s wife, on the other hand, is deviant, since strict prohibitions exist in the 
Afrikans community against cross-racial sex; but it is also a traditional act, according to the unacknowledged codes 
which were inherited from the days of slavery. (166)”. 

 
Rian Malan in his book My Traitor’s Heart: A South African Exile Returns to Face His Country and His Conscience 

emphasizes, a tribe, . . . a fortress of racial paranoia” (29) [6]. In the Heart of the Country throws the answer: the racial discrimination 
was being in South African country, because it is formed is in a various figure of social hierarchy. The whole novel is a racial 
favouritism, particularly it is a pathology of master and servant relationships.  

 
Critics find racial distinction as the central theme of In the Heart of the Country, narrated in the account of two 266 numbered 

paragraphs and fragments by the protagonist Magda in a first-person monologue. She lives with her tyrannical father on an isolated 
farm near Armeode, in South Africa. The black characters are Jacob, Ou-Anna, Hendrik, and Klein-Anna. Their master is white, 
Magda’s father. He controls the servants and his daughter. He never gives a response to her. The protagonist, Magda is swings 
between madness and sanity; starts to dream that she must kill her father in order to create relationships between her father and the 
black Klein-Anna. The novel complex senses and differences of family roles, class, sex, and race. Coetzee uses the protagonist in a 
crucial role in this novel than in his other novels. Most of the acts in the novel are narrated in the simple present tense. It represents an 
imitation of the South African ideal womanhood. Magda is unable to speak easily with her father by contrast, searches a right channel 
for communication. In such a way, she perceives the need to create a new scheme of credibility that is possible only by corrupting the 
old racist regime of colonialism.  

 
As a result, Magda is completely dominated by the situation. She finds a reciprocal relationship with her black servants, 

Hendrik and Anna, but remains tapped within the very racist patterns of dominion that she tries to overturn. Having failed to fill the 
gap between herself and her father and between the black servants (Hendrik and Anna) and herself, she speculates on other kinds of 
fiction she could have built for herself. Coetzee’s Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews documents, 

 
“humanism in South Africa is a part of British liberal culture that has not only failed to stimulate a literature of equal 
and reciprocal relations between the races, but also has failed to persuade both British and Dutch colonialists that such a 
relation is something worth sacrificing” (62). 
  

Attwell in his work J. M. Coetzee: South Africa and the Politics of Writing says, “a principle of equivalence” (62), Magda 
discovers that the racial conflict hidden in the master-servant relationship is clearer and more significant than she has supposed it to 
be. Magda’s failure establishes a reciprocal relation in the black and white, over time. Through Magda, Coetzee indicates the intricate 
consequences of the settler post-colonialists, and his own as a white male author in South Africa. The dominant patriarchal ideology 
gives a definition of the white woman’s possession of the “word” as unauthorized, unstable, and outside the general masculine 
“canon.” In the novel, Coetzee moves the character of the white woman, Magda whose awareness of the limitation of white woman 
narration, best represents the suspicion and self-reflexivity of Coetzee’s own writing style. The figure of the white woman, narrator 
closely voices to Coetzee’s strategy of “writing in the central voice.” As the white woman occupies the intervals of colonial ower, her 
inconclusive position between the white masters and black slaves, corresponds to Coetzee’s equivocal position of power of 
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powerlessness. The novel In the Heart of the Country sets an apartheid background, and sets Magda’s quest to find a place in a racial 
segregated society. Magda tries to destroy this racial hierarchy, but language makes it impossible. Black servant, Klein-Anna does not 
pronounce the master’s daughter name, Magda. She converses:  

 
“Tell me, Anna, what do you call me?  
What is my name?” I breathe as softly as I  
. . .  
“Miss?”  
“Yes; but to you am I only the miss? Have I no name of my own?”  
“Miss Magda?”  
“Yes; or just plain Magda. After all, Magda is the name I was baptized with, not  
Miss Magda. Wouldn't it sound strange if the minister baptized the children like that Miss Magda, Baas Johannes, and 
so forth?”  
Can you say Magda? Come, say Magda for me.”  
"No, miss, I can't.” (IHC 111)  

 
These lines are expressed to keep distance between white master and black servant.  
Here, Coetzee symbolizes a colonial system.  
 

In another novel Age of Iron reveals as one idea in a text with allegory. Coetzee’s most novels disclose an amazing similarity 
with Nadine Gordimer’s Burger’s Daughter, where the protagonist, Rosa Burger, becomes representative of white South Africa both 
in her complicity and in her final position as a political subversive. The novel displays all the people in her situation. The process of 
colonization is dominion ship and exploitation of a group of people.  

 
Coetzee’s Age of Iron is the powerful works to complement this theme. It investigates the impacts of a posthumous letter. It 

is containing exclusively of a posthumous letter by a diminishing South African woman, Mrs. Curren, to her daughter, a political 
dissident who has emigrated to the United States. 

 
At the beginning of the story, Vercuil was identified by Mrs. Curren in the front of her house when Mrs. Curren describes the 

black Vercuil in the voice of White, Mrs. Curren. Vercuil is an alcoholic and homeless man. The country had formed new laws to 
black youth and barred them from essential human as well as fundamental rights such as, sustenance, shelter, dress and education. As 
a bad consequence a number of children were held for different political issues, put in jail, with no charges. Florence recognizes that 
children, nowadays have turned out to be coldblooded, however it is not so much their fault, it is the whites of South Africa who have 
made them that way. She expresses her anger saying, “Yes, I did say that, and it is true. But who made them so cruel? It is the whites 
who made them so cruel! yes” breathed deeply; passionately” (AI 49). Bheki and his friends did not obey Florence. When Mrs. Curren 
asks how Florence and other mothers can turn their backs on their children, for surely the violence they engage in will deform their 
backs on their adult lives. Florence replies, “They are like iron, we are proud of them” (AI 46).  

 
Mrs. Curren persuades Florence by giving up the system of apartheid, very well aware about the cruelty of law. So she 

simply blames the whites to take care of the horrible things occurring around her. She regrets humbly, “Blood on the floor, blood on 
the benches what did our timid thimbleful count for beside this torrent of black blood? Child snowdrop lost in the cavern of blood and 
her mother too. A country prodigal of blood” (AI 63). The project of black resistance – to present the black majority as ungovernable 
in the face of the regime’s ‘total strategy’ – found a focus in the activities of an increasingly militant youth, and in a new wave of 
school boycotts. ‘Liberation before education’ was a keynote in the novel (AI 62). 

 
The South African Police shot both Bheki and his friend John in the course of the narrative. They are the black communities. 

His body is laid out with four others; eyes open to the horror of death but also to what she perceives as a kind of triumph. Thinking of 
the dead Bheki and his friends that Mrs. Curren writes that “these people will not burn, Bheki and other dead. It would be like trying 
to burn figures of pig iron or lead” (AI 114). In this chronicle of an aged white woman coming to know, and of the necessary claims of 
her country’s black youth, Mr. Coetzee has created a superbly truthful novel whose truths cut to the bone. His readers will “suffer the 
shame” (AI 152), of injustice that came to engaged the old Magistrate’s heart, but they will also evidence the inevitable flowering of 
the age of iron.  

 
In the end Mrs. Curren begins to understand the tremendous inconsistency between the lives of whites in South Africa and 

the lives of blacks are constrained into. She accepts that individuals of her race are not exposed to similar sorts of rough passings like 
the demise of Bheki and his companion which is truly enlightening and heart contacting episode for her. She is extremely sad when 
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she opens up to Vercuil: I have not seen black people in their death before, Mr. Vercuil. They are dying all the time, I know, but 
always somewhere else. The people I have seen die, have been white and have died in bed, growing rather dry and light there, rather 
papery, rather airy. (AI 124). Coetzee’s story amplifies the importance of courage in the face of injustice and inequality, even among 
South African people who appear at best indirectly affected by events. To ignore inequality imperils us all; He says none more so than 
children.  

 
In Age of Iron of Coetzee’s works, acquire the subject of South Africa under Apartheid, a system of racial segregation and 

inequality in effect in South Africa from 1948 until 1994. It strengthens the rights of whites and severely delimitates the rights of 
black people. Age of Iron takes a strike in the middle of a nationwide State Emergency in which anti-Apartheid sentiment was at its 
height and violence was twisting out of control. At last, Mrs. Curren realizes that she is oppressed by the society around her like as her 
disease, so she needs to make a trade off. At the point, when the police enter her premises and shoot the boy John down, she is 
abandoned. She cannot effectively ensure him. She does not believe that the Civil War and all the battling by the young will bring any 
change. She knows that she needs to shoulder the weight of being a white and trusts to Vercuil, “I have been a good person, I freely 
confess to it. I am a good person still. What times these are when to be a good person is not enough” (AI 165).  

 
Vercueil questions Mrs. Curren if “today is the day,” meaning that he is curious as to whether she intends to decide the 

suicide. She tells him yes. The two of them go out in the car and Vercueil gives her box of matches to set herself on fire. In her 
passing bed she considers that her dark valet Vercuil would post the letter to her daughter after her death, with the goal that her 
daughter could know about what she experienced and what precisely had happened in South Africa.  

 
The act of racial discrimination in In the Heart of the Country has an exceptionally negative effect on Magda and the farm 

that she possesses goes to ruins. She loses the ideal war that she has attempted to weakly raise against atrocities the racial 
discrimination like: “I lie here involved in cycles of time, outside the true time of world” (AI 51). Similarly, Mrs. Curren in Age of 
Iron is a white woman and she is a witness to racial discrimination being submitted towards her black neighbors such as Vercuil and 
Bekhi. She really wants to change that the majority of the black people likely be freely in their native land without any violence. Her 
observation, if whites are truly at the highest point of the heap, it is because of the dark people of South Africa having been working 
so hard and so long.  

 
Power, Culture and Politics 

J. M. Coetzee’s two novels, Life & Times of Michael K and Foe, connote the characters and their cultural and political 
practices. The troublesome situations fairly documented by Coetzee, considers widespread recognition within the institution of 
education. In these novels, he suggests the way in which repressive political systems precisely functions torture in his recognition of 
limits of identification, as well as his continuous explorations of racial, cultural and social divisions.  

 
Coetzee’s Foe analyses the circumstances leading freedom by a state of colonial post-colonialism. The text in Foe, is an 

ironic doze to another volume of apartheid in the notion of “multi-nationalism,” an overwhelmingly politicized nature of South 
African culture is a kind of predatory hermeneutics by colonial storytelling, Robinson Crusoe. Barton considers on herself that word 
“story” as “a storing place of memories” (Foe 59). Further she drafts in her letters to Foe, though, she finds this version of truth to be 
impracticable. Shortly, she realizes the difficulties of writing stories, lists what she calls the “mysteries” of the island, wants to 
solutions a series of unsolved questions: How did Friday become a mutilative person? What was the reason, Friday submitted to 
Cruso? What was the meaning of the terraces? Such questions remain unanswered. Foe suggests to Barton that “as it was a slaver’s 
stratagem to rob of his tongue, may it not be a slaver’s stratagem to hold him in subjection” (Foe 150). Thus, Friday, as an infallible 
symbol of aporia, is a mobilization of heroic, thematic of anti-imperialist resistance.  

 
Foe is a model of anti-colonial resistance in effect, political and ontological status, styled in a reading Foe and Friday and 

Barton’s place in the novel. The literary text Foe a view of post-colonialism with liberation argues an expressive relationship between 
text and context and discuss the social text of apartheid. Coetzee’s collection of essays, White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in 
South Africa in its “Idleness in South Africa” and “Blood, Taint, Flaw, and Degeneration” (136), Coetzee describes the availability of 
an ethnographic “Discourse of the Cape” and a pseudo-scientific racialized biography. Mostly, he reveals the social imaginary of 
apartheid movement and the politics of identity of a colour settler patriotism occupying in form of a semiotic of linguistics and 
psychic fracture. This way, Coetzee’s eccentric disfiguring of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe in Coetzee’s Foe is smoothened over 
by submissions of the former in colonialist dogma. He re-presents violent conditions under which Crusoe’s self-fashioning took place, 
the place of the other, in Defoe’s original. Barton, the core registering consciousness of Foe, fails to send back Cruso to England 
“bodies are their own signs” (Foe 157).  
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Post-colonialism suggests that since Cruso’s attitude stands for embodying the recalcitrance of the Afrikaner regime, so 
Friday’s fever may be symbolized as a “diseased” (145) nature of the country’s administration. Considering, this element of 
ambivalence, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak submits a report concerning the issue of the two Fridays’ different race, “I ask my students 
to note it, not to make it the tool to an unproductive closure” (F 169). The reading of Barton signifies her readiness of telling of 
Friday’s story by giving him the ‘gift’ of language.  

 
In its theme, Foe clearly addresses issues of oppression. Coetzee recalling Spivak’s vital question, “Can the Subaltern 

Speak?” Bourdieu’s idea of struggle, ‘set against the background of South Africa,’ that concerns a disagreement towards one’s way of 
writing about controversial political and cultural issues in order not to be accused of keeping aloof from all crucial issues of that 
culture. Undoubtedly, Coetzee is a precedent of South African anti-apartheid white writing.  

 
The authors emerging from the similar tradition could not be indifferent to the dogmatic political and cultural oppression. 

The anti-apartheid community wants to confer on various political, cultural, and social aspects. Coetzee avoids any overt descriptions 
of cultural reforms of suppression by which he exposes himself to literary escapism, in consequence, the critic evaluating Coetzee’s 
works as vulnerable to ambivalent attitudes.  

 
In Life & Times of Michael K, Coetzee’s characterization of Michael K, black is a central character. Expect this novel, all his 

novel’s central characters employed on whites. Life &Times of Michael K having been published in 1983 between two elections in 
South Africa would have been the reason the novelist had adopted this idea. The blacks were barred from the major activities. In this 
time, Coetzee expresses his observation through the character of Michael K.  

 
Blacks deserve Coetzee’s political sympathy. His works covey a concern for the whites’ discontinuous position at top of 

social hierarchy. As we witness, Foe depicts apartheid political truth through the various themes of race, gender, and cultural politics. 
Most of the white South African does not even recognize that they live on a tip of volcano. It surrounds South Africa’s political 
realities. Coetzee disagrees to these types of political realities, but these realities are somehow complementing the conscious ideology 
of any writer in South Africa. He discloses the political power of language as a tool, but simultaneously he questions the validity of 
that power. Being a white South African, he confronts with his own voice for the oppressed. Barton, when goes for investigation 
island without Cruso’s permission, he gets angry with him. Here, Coetzee has symbolically described Cruso’s recurring fever which is 
the diseased South African government and his death stands for hope of overturning the apartheid government. Ironically, Coetzee 
recognizes the man of power, a minimal way of life that equals that of many black people in South Africa. In Foe, Coetzee states the 
issues of political power and personal identity that have been expressed in issues of language. Coetzee has given importance to the 
language in his novel, Foe. In the end of the story, Friday becomes a victim and issue. Barton tries to release Friday by educating to 
learn to read and write. At the beginning Barton things that it is a very difficult but later agrees.  

 
Thus, Coetzee’s two novels Foe and Life & Times of Michael K emphasize the power of the cultural and political entities. 

The political power dominates on Michael K. Culturally; The South African Country apartheid era treated him as a prison except the 
nomadic people. Here, Foe examines the relationship between an empire and its colonized people. The major issues remain the 
European cultural domination, relationship of gender to power, and racial discrimination, in his oeuvres. His distinctive political 
themes summarize the experience which makes, Foe so effective and powerful. Susan Barton is a saner as he remains competent to 
change her political circumstances. Here, Friday is a symbol of oppression more extreme than other characters in Foe. The South 
African white writer, Coetzee has recorded the issues along with his personal experiences: death, black-white relationship, and 
apartheid system. 

 
Conclusion: 

 The foremost relevance of this paper has been to envision how John Maxwell Coetzee honestly assesses the disrupted life of 
the black and white through his works incorporated the life of the apartheid. In the process, Coetzee’s different literary techniques and 
approach portrays his personal life and experiences in South Africa. His novels clearly demonstrate the racial, gender and imperial 
system of apartheid confronted by the characters that are spatially and culturally remote, yet share a similar sense of disruption and 
isolation. Though Coetzee remains popular for his novels, in which he revels the mixed sufferings of the Apartheid Movement. His 
profound observation speaks to a larger African self and their past through his literary passionate investigations of South African 
societies who are abruptly uprooted. In a nutshell, Coetzee’s texts transform rage into precision, with original themes of race, 
isolation, anxiety along with the cultural conflicts experienced by the apartheid.  
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