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JM Coetzee has on several occasions been criticised for his 
failure to elaborate a political vision of transformation beyond the 
social and political conditions that he describes in his novels. 
Focusing on the novel Life and Times of Michael K, I argue that 
this criticism fails to appreciate the conception of political futurity 
that is evident in Coetzee's novels. For there emerges in Michael 
K a gesture of hope in which turning away from history is the 
condition of possibility for hope for the future. Central to 
elaborating this gesture is the question of the status of the 
subject before the law, for it is on condition of the law's 
suspension - or what Giorgio Agamben has identified as a 
condition of abandonment - that the possibility for future 
transformation develops. Thus I show that Michael K can 
profitably be read in conjunction with Agamben's conception of 
biopolitics and the condition of abandonment that he argues 
characterises contemporary political existence. Read within this 
conceptual framework, Michael K appears as a limit-figure of the 
human and animal, in which the caesuras that Agamben argues 
cross the human being in modern politics become evident. 
Despite this apparent conceptual congruence, though, the 
particular figuration of hope or political futurity that Coetzee 
develops differs from Agamben's in significant ways. For the 
latter, pushing the condition of abandonment to its extreme limit 
is the necessary condition for the inauguration of a redemptive 
'form-of-life' in which the human and inhuman elements of the 
human being can no longer be separated. Coetzee, however, 
offers a portrayal of hope that rests on the realisation of spaces 
for living within the ban of the law - spaces in which there is 
nevertheless 'time enough for everything'. 

J M  Coetzee has on several occasions been criticised for his failure to elaborate 
a political vision o f  transformation beyond the social and political conditions 
that he describes in his novels. In response to Life and Times of Michael K, for 
instance, Nadine Gordimer charges Coetzee with denying 'the energy to resist 
evil' that indefatigably persists amongst the black people o f  South Africa, 
since 'while [this novel] is implicitly and highly political, Coetzee's heroes are 
those who ignore history, not make it'. She concludes that, rather than acting 
in and towards a transformation o f  history, the characters in this novel are in 
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'suspension', and the novel is pervaded by a sense of 'ultimate malaise'.' More 
recently, Salman Rushdie has posed a similar critique of Coetzee's second 
Booker Prize-winning novel, Disgrace, claiming that Coetzee's failure to 
illuminate the moral failings of the characters he creates for his readers 
condemns the novel to 'become part of the darkness it describes'.* It may be 
that this criticism is more apt with relation to Disgrace than it is to Michael K, 
if it is true that the former is pervaded by a deeper pessimism about the 
possibilities of historical change than the latter, as some critics claim.? Even 
so, this criticism fails to take full account of the conception of political futurity 
that is evident in Coetzee's novels, albeit more clearly in Michael K. 

Because the conception of political futurity is more evident in Michael K, 
I will focus on that novel here, as this will give the strongest picture of the 
particular gesture that I want to draw out. This gesture is itself suggested in a 
tension evident in Gordimer's commentary, in which she also identifies the 
'idea of gardening' as Coetzee's attempt to keep his 'deceptively passive 
protagonist . . . alive' - not only in the sense of corporeally alive, but also in 
an existential sense, in terms of maintaining hope for the future. But what, 
then, is the relation between Michael K's turning away from history and this 
formulation of hope? Of this Gordimer says little, but I want to suggest here 
that there emerges in Michael K a gesture of hope in which turning away from 
history is the condition of possibility for hope for the future. Central to 
elaborating this gesture is the question of the status of the subject before the 
law, for it can be argued that it is not simply those characters captured in the 
camps, either as inmates or officials, who are effectively living in suspension, 
but also the law itself. Furthermore, it is on condition of the law's suspension 
- or what Giorgio Agamben has identified as a condition of abandonment, in 
which the subject is wholly turned over to the law and simultaneously bereft of 
it - that the possibility for future transformation develops. 

1 show that Michael K can profitably be read in conjunction with 
Agamben's conception of biopolitics and the condition of abandonment that he 
argues characterises political existence. Read within the conceptual framework 
developed by Agamben, Michael K appears as a limit-figure of the human and 
animal, in which the caesuras that Agamben argues cross the human being in 
modern politics become evident. Despite this apparent conceptual congruence 
in their respective characterisations of the condition of contemporary politics, 
though, the particular figuration of hope or political futurity that Coetzee 
develops differs from Agamben's in significant ways. For the latter, the 
biopolitical capture of life takes the form of abandonment, and this condition 
can only be overcome through the redemption of humanity in a unified 'form- 
of-life' in which the human and inhuman elements of the human being can no 
longer be separated. In effect, the inauguration of a new form-of-life overturns 
the law in fulfilling it. Coetzee, however, offers a portrayal of hope that rests 
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on the realisation of spaces for living within the ban of the law - spaces in 
which there is nevertheless 'time enough for everything'. 

Biopolitics and Abandonment 
Set in a South Africa riven by civil war, Michael K tells the story of the 
desperate attempt by the protagonist of the title to escape the war, first by 
leaving the city in search of peace in the country and then, upon finding no 
peace there, through a rejection of the ontic conditions of living in such a 
world at all. Michael K sets out from a Cape Town oppressed by martial law to 
return his dying mother to the countryside, which she imagines to be her 
homeland. Shortly into this journey, though, his mother dies. Michael K 
continues to the farm that he takes to be the one where his mother was born 
and where she lived. There, he takes up residence until one of the grandsons of 
the nominal owners of the farm returns as a deserter of the war. Refusing to 
become a 'Man Friday' to the colonialist's nayve son, Michael K sets out to the 
mountains, where he remains until starvation drives him out. At this point, he 
is picked up and taken to the first of several camps, where the inhabitants are 
interned as a cheap labor force - simultaneously exploited and resented by 
the local people - and come to adopt the camp, albeit grudgingly, as their 
place of abode, if not as a home. 

For Michael K, however, life lies elsewhere. In the midst of an especially 
brutal crackdown by the local commander, Michael K climbs the camp fence 
and walks back to the farm that he has now adopted as his home. He constructs 
himself a burrow of sorts, and returns to growing pumpkins for food, as he had 
done on his first stay at the farm. Michael K's physical requirements have 
become minimal: his natural drive for food has been almost quashed, leaving 
him physically exhausted and severely malnourished, and he lives increasingly 
like an animal - nocturnal, hibernatory and silent. Eventually, he is 
discovered and arrested as a collaborator, with the rebels presumed to live in 
the nearby mountains. He is again returned to a camp, this time a rehabilitation 
camp directed toward the re-education of its inmates, which is built on the 
Cape Town racecourse. Michael K is sequestered in the camp hospital, where 
his malnutrition and intransigence toward eating catch the attention of the 
doctor, who tries to resuscitate him while at the same time finding himself 
increasingly obsessed with the desire to make Michael K talk and tell his story. 
Finally, much to the doctor's surprise, Michael K disappears from the camp. 
All the while, he has kept a packet of seeds in his pocket, and the book closes 
with him dreaming of returning to the farm and to his life as a gardener, eking 
out his existence with the merest of instruments and accoutrements, but with 
'time enough for everything'.'+ 

Within this narrative, the space of the camps provides a frequent 
backdrop to Michael K's life. Thus he ruminates that: 

There is nothing to be ashamed of in being simple. They were locking 
up simpletons before they locked up anyone else. Now they have camps 



for children whose parents run away, camps for people who kick and 
foam at the mouth, camps for people with big heads and people with 
little heads, camps for people with no visible means of support, camps 
for people chased off the land, camps for people they find living in 
storm-water drains, camps for street girls, camps for people who can't 
add two and two, camps for people who forget their papers at home, 
camps for people who live in the mountains and blow up bridges in the 
night.5 

Other commentators such as Dominic Head have already noted the 
importance of the camps in Coetzee's novel. Noting the same passage, Head 
reads this reflection in terms of Foucault's account of disciplinary power, 
claiming that 'the Jakkalsdrif labour camp is obviously Foucauldian, an anti- 
nomadic device to harness the unity of a homeless multiplicity9.6 This 
interpretation is further reinforced, he argues, by the association made between 
the camps themselves and other forms of institutionalisation, such as Michael 
K's childhood school for "'afflicted and unfortunate children", evidently 
designed to produce docile and useful workers',' and the various hospitals that 
appear in the novel. While there is something to this account, particularly in 
the reading of camps as 'anti-nomadic', what is perhaps surprising about 
Foucault's account of disciplinary power, and the regime of biopower of which 
disciplinary power provides one privileged axis, is his relative lack of attention 
to the camps as manifestations of biopower. While Foucault is consistently 
aware of the system of sequestration operating in institutions such as the 
hospital, the asylum or the prison, he pays less attention to the specificity of 
the system of confinement operating within the camps, and particularly the 
historically intimate relation of camps to colonialism and state racism.8 More 
importantly for this discussion, what this account fails to consider is the 
particular relation of the subject 'before the law' that emerges within Michael 
K, for what is at stake in the camps is not merely the way in which 
confinement operates as a technology of discipline and social control. Nor is 
the relation of the subject to the law merely one of constitution, as is frequently 
argued in Foucauldian legal scholarship. Rather, this relation is one of 
destitution or dereliction, for what ought to be recognised in Coetzee's novel is 
the way in which the central character is essentially abandoned to and by the 
1aw.9 
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While initially introduced by Foucault, the concept of biopolitics is given 
one of its most provocative formulations in Agamben's Homo Sacer. Agamben 
poses his account of biopower in opposition to a perceived tendency in 
Foucault's account to posit biopower as the historical successor of sovereign 
power, and a correlative failure to elaborate the points at which these two 
forms of power coincide. Agamben claims that biopower and sovereignty are 
in fact intimately related, to the extent that the originary function of sovereign 
power was the production of the biopolitical body. Drawing on the Aristotelian 
distinction between bios and zoe - political life and natural life - he argues 
that, from its inception, Western politics has been grounded on the exclusion 
of natural life from the political sphere. However, this exclusion does not 
simply set biological or natural life outside of politics, but instead includes that 
life in politics precisely through its exclusion. In this way, the biopolitical 
body has the privilege of being the included exclusion that 'founds the cities of 
men'.IO 

Drawing on Carl Schmitt's definition of the sovereign as the one who 
decides on the exception and hence the validity of normal juridical rule, and 
Walter Benjamin's insight that the 'state of emergency' in which we live is not 
the exception but the rule, Agamben argues that what distinguishes 
contemporary politics is not that life has come to be the target of politics as 
Foucault argues, but that the 'inclusive exclusion' of natural life has 
increasingly come to the fore in modern democracy, to the extent that it 
constitutes the new 'nomos of the modern'. Thus he states that, 'together with 
the process by which the exception everywhere becomes the rule, the realm of 
bare life . . . gradually begins to coincide with the political realm, and exclusion 
and inclusion, outside and inside, bios and zoe, right and fact enter into a zone 
of irreducible indistinction . . . modern democracy presents itself from the 
beginning as a vindication and liberation of zoe . . . and [is] constantly trying to 
transform its own bare life into a way of life and to find, so to speak, the bios 
of zoe'." 

This claim provides the basis for Agamben's philosophical critique of 
law, which encompasses not only the positive law of states, but 'the entire text 
of tradition in its regulative form, whether the Jewish Torah or the Islamic 
Shariah, Christian dogma or the profane nornos'.12 In particular, Agamben 
identifies a nihilism at the heart of normative or regulative discourse, insofar as 
all law has entered into a legitimation crisis, and is increasingly revealed to be 

Agamben's Homo Sacer. What I am suggesting here, though, is that Coetzee's 
characterisation of biopower, and the subject's relation to the law within that, 
exceeds Foucault's analysis, even if it also draws upon it. In particular, it exceeds 
Foucault's analysis in its portrayal of the subject's relation to the law as one of 
abandonment. This may be in part due to the influence of Kafka and Beckett 
within Coetzee's work, the former of which is also important to Agamben's 
critique of law. 
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" Agamben (1998), p 9. 
' 2  Agamben (1998), p 5 1. 



'in force without significanceY.'3 That is to say, if the state of exception has 
become the rule, such that the exception that establishes the law now coincides 
with it, then the form of law itself is transformed. Schmitt's formulation of the 
relation of constitutive and constituted power indicates that, in deciding on the 
exception, the sovereign 'creates and guarantees' the law, but law itself 
requires a normal situation in which to operate; thus, in relation to the 
exception, the law itself is suspended. Hence, if the exception has become the 
rule, as Agamben argues via Benjamin, then the law is effectively in operation 
in suspension - or as Agamben puts it, the law 'applies in no longer 
applying'. 

In reference to Jean-Luc Nancy's essay 'Abandoned Being', Agamben 
suggests that the term most appropriate to the capacity of the law to apply in 
no longer applying is that of the ban,l4 where to be abandoned means to be 
subjected to the unremitting force of the law while the law simultaneously 
withdraws from its subject. Nancy writes that 'the origin of "abandonment" is 
a putting at bandon', where: 

bandon is an order, a prescripbon, a decree, a permission and the power 
that holds these freely at his disposal. To abandon is to remit, entrust, or 
turn over to such a sovereign power, and to remit, entrust, or turn over 
to its ban, that is, to its proclaiming, to its convening, and to its 
sentencing . . . the law of abandonment requires that the law be applied 
through its withdrawal . . . abandoned being finds itself deserted to the 
degree that it finds itself remitted, entrusted, or thrown to this law.15 

Agamben claims that the position of being in abandonment correlates to 
the structural relation of the exception, such that 'the relation of exception is a 
relation of ban'.l6 Hence the subject of the ban is not simply excluded from the 
realm of the law, but is given over to the law in its withdrawal." The status of 
the subject before the law of abandonment is one of absolute exposure, in 
which the subject of the ban is turned over to the law and simultaneously left 
bereft by it. Importantly, for Agamben, abandonment is not merely the 
condition in which some find themselves in relation to the law in the 
contemporary world; rather, if the exception has become the rule such that 
nihilism infects all law, then abandonment is the condition in which all 
subjects of the law find themselves. 

Indeed, Agamben goes on to argue that what is captured within the ban of 
the law is life itself. That is, since the 'law is made of nothing but what it 
manages to capture inside itself through the inclusive exclusion', it finds its 
own existence in the 'very life of men'.ls Given this coincidence of life and 

'3 Agamben (1998), p 51. 
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law, the principal protagonist in the inclusive exclusion that founds the law is 
not simply natural life, but bare life - or 'life that is irremediably exposed to 
death'.l9 While frequently misunderstood as natural life, within Agamben's 
schema bare life is neither bios nor zoe, but rather the politicised form of 
natural life. Immediately politicised but nevertheless excluded from the polis, 
bare life is the limit-concept between the political and the natural. In its 
capture in the ban, bare life indicates the exposure of natural life to the force of 
the law in abandonment, the ultimate expression of which is the sovereign's 
right of death. Thus neither bios nor zoe, bare life, emerges through the 
irreparable exposure of life to death in the sovereign ban. 

The contemporary event that Agamben finds most expressive of the 
sovereign ban and correlative capture of bare life is the rise and ever- 
increasing institutionalisation of the camp as a zone of political indistinction. 
He argues that, rather than being simply an historical fact and anomaly that 
belongs to the past, the camp is 'in some way . . . the hidden matrix and nomos 
of the political space in which we are still living'.20 Noting that concentration 
camps, such as those of the Boer War, were initially formed as a space of 
exception within conditions of martial law, Agamben argues that when the 
Nazi Party took power in Germany and suspended a number of articles of the 
German constitution, the exceptional state previously constrained to the 
physical location of camps was radically extended. Henceforth, the camps 
have become increasingly normalised as an intrinsic part of our political 
reality, such that the exception has become the norm and the distinction made 
between the normal conditions of juridical rule and exceptional danger 
indicated in Schmitt's definition of sovereignty collapses into indistinction. 
Thus, Agamben writes, 'the camp is the space that is opened when the state of 
exception begins to become the rule', such that the 'essence of the camp 
consists in the materialization of the state of exception and in the subsequent 
creation of a space in which bare life and the juridical rule enter into a 
threshold of indistinction . . . The camp . . . is the new biopolitical nomos of the 
planet.'21 

Turning back to Michael K, this means that within the context of martial 
law and civil war, Michael K is effectively left without the protection that the 
law might, in different circumstances, afford him - he is both wholly turned 
over to the law and exposed to it, while the law simultaneously withdraws 
from its subject. This abandonment to the law is evinced in the random 
violence of the police state, where Michael K cannot - and indeed, does not 
- take recourse to a discourse of rights as a mode of protection against the 
non-procedural application of the law. His only defences are his perceived 
informational value as a collaborator with rebels, on the one hand, and the 
civility and ethical sense of the police that act temporarily as sovereign22 on the 
other. Within the generalised exception of martial law, then, the camps amount 

19 Agamben (1998), p 88. 
20 Agamben (1 998), p 166; also see Agamben (2000), pp 37-45. 
21 Agamben (1998), pp 168-69,174. 
22 Agamben (2000), p 42. 



to a spatial materialisation of law's abandonment: the camp is no longer the 
exception as such, but simply the space in which the norm-less proclamations 
of martial law find their clearest expression, such that the law applies to those 
interned in the camps in no longer applying. Those people interred in the 
camps are simultaneously turned over to the law and left bereft by it, 
ostensibly 'without return and without recourse'.2Vf this is the case, then it 
seems that Michael K might stand as a figure of 'bare life', of a life exposed 
fundamentally to violence in the ban of the law. 

The rendering of Michael K as a figure of bare life can be brought further 
into relief through a number of other themes explored throughout the novel, 
especially that of the relation of human and animal life. One of the key 
characteristics of Michael K is his proximity to animals, established in 
repeated references to his likeness to a mole or an earthworm. Indeed, the 
proximity - if not intimacy - of humans and animals is a consistent theme 
within many of Coetzee's novels, one that has prompted Paul Patton to 
develop a Deleuzian interpretation of Disgrace that understands this proximity 
as a relation of becoming.24 Patton argues that the two main characters in 
Disgrace, David Lurie and his daughter Lucy, both enter into divergent 
processes of 'minoritarian-becoming' as part of the difficult process of 
transforming the socio-political relations of colonialism. For both these 
characters, but more evidently for David Lurie, becoming is mediated by a 
'becoming-animal', precipitated by the dogs that enter his life on his 
daughter's farm and the animal shelter where he begins working. Furthermore, 
Patton argues that Disgrace evinces a concern with an 'impersonal' life, which 
is manifest in individuals but not reducible to them, conceptualised by Deleuze 
in A Thousand Plateaus and elsewhere, particularly in his late essay 
'Immanence: A Life'. Distinct from the Aristotelian identification of nutritive 
or vegetative life shared by all living things, impersonal life is rather closer to 
a notion of an animating principle, or an abstract life that is not strictly 
attributable to an individual being though it is made evident in or through them 
which, as part of his process of transformation, David Lurie comes to 
recognise as belonging to both animals and humans. 

 here is much & this interpretation of Disgrace to throw light on the 
philosophical problems taken up in Michael K. Of particular importance is the 
recognition of Coetzee's concern with different orders of life, and especially 
the distinction made between a general de-individualized or 'impersonal' life 
and the singular life of an individual. In Michael K, this concern is clearly 
indicated in the grammatical form of the title, in which the singularising proper 
name of the protagonist stands out against the phrase 'Life and Times', 
radically de-individualising in the lack of a definite article, 'The', to do the 
work of identification. Hence it is not 'The Life and Times of Michael K' that 
Coetzee recounts, but simply 'Life and Times of Michael K', in which even 
the possessive relation established between the proper name and life in the 'of 
begins to unravel. Even so, there is a need for caution in interpreting the 
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particular form-of-life that Coetzee appears to be positing as (at least 
provisionally) that of Michael K. While in this light it appears that his concern 
is with an impersonal life manifest in the individual in the moment of its 
withdrawal, there are certain complexities in the novel that this view does not 
capture. 

In his discussion of Deleuze's conception of impersonal life, Agamben 
writes that impersonal life amounts to 'a principle of virtual indetermination, 
in which the vegetative and the animal, the inside and the outside and even the 
organic and the inorganic, in passing through one another, cannot be told 
apa1Y.2~ This means that impersonal life amounts to a conception of life in 
which nutritive existence appears as wholly immanent to itself, such that 'it 
"lacks nothing" and insofar as it is desire's self-constitution as desiring, is 
immediately blessed. All nourishment, all letting be is blessed and rejoices in 
itself and 'beatitude' appears as the essential characteristic of a life.2"n this 
reading, Deleuze's account of 'unattributable life', as Agamben calls it, 
accords more with the notion of a 'form-of-life' that Agamben develops 
elsewhere as the unified life in which bios and zoe cannot be distinguished and 
which is characterised by a blessed happiness. For Agamben, 'form-of-life' 
indicates life lived beyond the condition of nihilism and biopolitical capture 
that ceaselessly divides and hierarchises the modalities of life in contemporary 
politics, in an absolute immanence of happiness. I will return to a fuller 
discussion of this notion of a 'form-of-life' later, but the important point here 
is that, while it is true that Michael K maintains a certain indistinction from an 
animal, the nature of this indistinction is not one described by the concept of 
impersonal life, at least as it is articulated above. The problem for Michael K is 
not one of 'becoming-animal' through recognising the life shared by humans 
and animals. Instead, the problem is that, in being unable to distinguish himself 
apart from animality, the caesuras which Agamben has identified as 
constitutive of the human being stand out ever more boldly. 

Extending his analysis of the camps in Remnants of Auschwitz, Agamben 
argues that the Nazi camps constitute a biopolitical 'experiment' because of 
the radical separation and collapse of the human and inhuman elements of the 
human being effected within them. Taking the Muselmann as his exemplary 
figure, he argues that 'Auschwitz is a site of an experiment beyond life and 
death in which the Jew is transformed into a Muselmann and the human being 
into a non-human'.27 Agamben argues that the human being is crossed with 
biopolitical caesuras, evident in the possibility of a distinction between bios 
and zoe that, in the camps, allows for an absolute destruction of the human and 
correlative reduction of the human being to the inhuman, or the simple 
biological 'belonging to a species'. This, he suggests, is achieved through the 
destruction of language, and consequently of the subjectification that takes 
place in entering into language. In his interrogation of the traditional 
philosophical definition of the human being as zoon logon echon, Agamben 

25 Agamben (1 999a), p 233. 
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argues that the human being exists in the fracture opened between the living 
being and the speaking being, between the inhuman and the human.28 He goes 
on to show that the definition of the human being as that being who has 
language is inaccurate, since the having of language is conditioned by a full 
expropriation in entering into speech. That is, in entering into the 'empty 
space' of the subject in the grammatical shifter 'I', the individual that speaks is 
effectively rendered silent: it is not the subject or the 'I' that speaks, but nor is 
it the living being. Rather, the subject appears in the disjuncture between the 
speaking being and the living being, between the possibility and impossibility 
of speaking as such. In Auschwitz, however, the subject is disarticulated to the 
extent that the link between processes of subjectification and desubjectification 
in language breaks apart.29 

The caesurae that Agamben thus argues are constitutive of the human in 
biopolitics become evident in the figure of Michael K in, for instance, the 
increasingly ambiguous relation the protagonist bears toward language on the 
one hand, and his own nutritive existence on the other. Of Michael K's relation 
to language, the most obvious point to make is simply to note the difficulty 
that Michael K suffers from in terms of his effective capacity to speak, since 
the cleft palate with which he was born hampers his pronunciation and makes 
him reluctant to take up the position of speaking. Interestingly, the cleft palate 
that sets Michael K apart also alerts us to the complex relation of the novel to 
the story of Exodus, for in this facial marking, Michael K parallels the biblical 
figure of Moses. This parallel is further reinforced by the echo of Moses' 
protestation that 'I am not eloquent with words' when, under interrogation 
about his suspected involvement with insurgents, Michael K refuses to tell his 
story with the simple statement that 'I am not clever with words'.30 Indeed, 
Michael K consistently refuses to tell his story throughout the novel, 
eventually concluding that: 

I am more like an earthworm . . . Which is also a kind of gardener. Or a 
mole, also a gardener, that does not tell stories because it lives in silence 
.. . at least I have not been clever, and come back to Sea Point full of 
stories of how they beat me in the camps till I was thin as a rake and 
simple in the head. I was mute and stupid in the beginning. I will be 
mute and stupid in the e11d.3~ 

But the problem is not exactly that Michael K is mute, if that is taken to 
mean that he only bears a relation of lack toward language. Instead, the 
particular relation he bears to language is significantly more complicated. For 
Michael K's muteness cannot simply be taken to mean that he cannot speak. 
Rather, the point is that he will not speak, and in this resistance to entering into 
speech, Michael K echoes another figure of resistance, namely Melville's 

28 Agamben (1999b), p 134. 
29 Agamben (1999b), p 148. 
30 Coetzee (19851, p 139. 
31 Coetzee (19851, p 182. 



Bartleby, whose passive resistance is expressed in the statement '1 would 
prefer not to'. In fact, the similarity between Michael K and Bartleby evident 
in their mutual resistance to speaking, and especially telling the stories of their 
lives, can be extended further through reflection on their relation to food. Thin 
and pallid, Bartleby subsists on a meager diet of ginger-nuts and morsels of 
cheese: as his employer, the lawyer, comments, 'he lives then, on ginger nuts, 
thought 1; never eats a dinner, properly speaking; he must be vegetarian, then; 
but no; he never eats even vegetables, he eats nothing but ginger-nuts'.32 
Moreover, in the concluding scene of the story of Bartleby, where his wasted 
body lies in the shade of the wall of the prison to which he is consigned, the 
'grub-man' asks whether Bartleby will dine today, or does he in fact 'live 
without dining', a comment that the lawyer affirms, though with a different 
connotation. One can see a close parallel with this description of Bartleby, and 
Coetzee's comments of Michael K, that 'Hunger was a sensation he did not 
feel and barely remembered. If he ate, eating what he could find, it was 
because he had not yet shaken off the belief that bodies that do not eat die.''? 

But just as there is ambiguity in Michael K's relation to speech, so there 
is in his relation to food. For while he apparently comes to reject all forms of 
food, he nevertheless maintains an attachment to eating the produce that he is 
able to grow himself. Hence, it is not simply that he wants to die, but that he 
wishes only to live in a certain way, even if at a certain cost. In this way, he 
never quite reaches Bartleby's state of living beyond death, but wavers on a 
line of the living that always risks falling into death for the sake of living. 
Michael K's disregard of his own nutritive or appetitive existence intensifies 
after returning to the farm after escaping the first camp. He re-establishes a 
garden of pumpkins, but during the time in which they are growing he subsists 
primarily on insects and plant roots - food that he ekes out of the earth like an 
animal. Upon the ripening of the first pumpkin, he cooks and eats it with 
'sensual delight', for this is the first time since arriving in the country that he 
finds pleasure in eating. But the diet of pumpkins is not enough to forestall the 
serious malnutrition that sees him largely confined to a hospital bed after he is 
recaptured. Nevertheless, and despite the efforts of the doctor of the camp, 
Michael K refuses to eat the food provided by the camp, since it is not his 
'kind of food'. While his particularity to a certain kind of food - which he 
takes to be the fruit of the earth and which he has cultivated himself - might 
be read as a romanticised reunification of man with nature, this is not so. For 
Michael K is not sustained by the earth: his reliance upon it almost brings him 
to the point of death on more than one occasion. Thus, as the camp 
administrator states: 'He was living by himself on that farm of his free as a 
bird, eating the bread of freedom, yet he arrived here looking like a skeleton. 
He looked like someone out of Dachau.'34 

32 Melville (1985), p 71 
33 Coetzee (1 985), p 10 1 
34 Coetzee (1985), p 146. Also see Kafka (1988), in which the protagonist also 

claims that he fasted only because he was unable to find the food that he liked. 



Within the terms given by Agamben's account of biopolitics, one might 
read this refusal of the nutritive facts of existence as a radical attemDt to isolate 
the human within the human being - a rejection of the biological animality of 
life in order to become fully human. This could be supported by Michael K's 
refusal to eat camp food in particular, and to seek his nourishment only in the 
bounties of the earth. or the 'bread of freedom'. In this, the desire to eat 
nothing but the pumpkin and melons grown in 'freedom' indicates a strange 
transcendence of the animality of the human through the realisation of human 
dignity in an unmediated relation to natural subsistence - a relation which is 
not poisoned by the biopolitical nutritive maintenance of life for the purposes 
of building the nation. But such a reading would need to be tempered 
somewhat, given that the symmetrical opposite of Michael K's refusal to eat is 
a refusal to enter into speech, that whiEh has frequently been taken to define 
the human against the animal. This dual resistance to entering into speech as 
that which defines the human, and resistance to the biological drives of the 
living being highlights the ways in which the human being arises in the 
interstices of the human and inhuman, and the apparent irresolvability of these 
contradictions. Hence one might say that Michael K does not so much 
represent a unity of the human and animal, but a radical undecidability 
between them. Michael K brings into the relief the human being's division 

.2 - 
from itself, unable to be wholly animal or wholly human, but instead emerging 
at the point of indistinction between these poles. 

In this, Michael K effectively falls between Agamben's limit figures of 
Bartleby as the figure of perfect potentiality and the Muselmann as the figure 
of the destruction of potentiality in absolute necessity. For Agamben, both 
Bartleby and the Muselmann undergo an extreme trial of nihilism, which is 
ultimately an experiment on the operators of being or potentiality. Within this, 
Bartleby represents for Agamben the 'last, exhausted' figure of 'perfect 
potentiality', who has come not to bring a new law, but rather to overcome the 
law in fulfilling it. Bartleby's refusal to write, to copy or repeat what has been 
restores a potentiality to the past that has not been, by initiating a 'decreation' 
that 'keeps possibility suspended between occurrence and non-occurrence, 
between the capacity to be and the capacity not to be'.35 The Muselmann, 
however, represents the absolute destruction of potentiality in the camps and 
the correlative reduction of the human being to the inhuman. As an experiment 
on the operators of being, in which the 'battlefield' is subjectivity, the camp 
forces the impossible into the real, thereby bringing about 'the most radical 
negation of contingency'. The Muselmann, then, is 'the catastrophe of the 
subject ... the subject's effacement as the place of contingency and its 
maintenance as existence of the impossible'.3Wence, while Bartleby realises 
the past that has not been in a radical affirmation of contingency in decreation, 
the Muselmann is the figure of the negation of contingency and the existence 
of the impossible. Michael K, however, avoids both these extremes. Agamben 
sees Auschwitz as the site of an extreme biopolitical experiment in which the 

35 Agamben (1999c), p 267. 
36 Agamben (1999b), p 148. 



human and animal are irremediably separated through an expropriative 
violence against language - that is, against the potentiality of the human, 
which is illuminated by the extreme being of the Muselmunn. In contrast, 
Michael K figures that separation of the human and animal not as the 
destruction of contingency but as something more like the realisation of 
contingency in futurity. 

Thus, while Michael K does not so much represent the unity of the animal 
and human as their separation through the biopolitical caesuras that constitute 
the human being, this does not mean that Michael K is doomed to 'the 
darkness he  describe^'.'^ It is true that, in many ways, Life and Times of 
Michael K is a work of mourning. The defining motif of the novel is loss: the 
loss of a mother, the loss of land, of a nation, of peace, the loss of one's self - 
even if it cannot clearly be said that these existed, in whatever fragile form, 
prior to the violence that destroys them. As a work, it works in, on and through 
mourning. But this does not mean that it is without hope. Rather, one might 
argue that the work of mourning gives rise to hope, that it is precisely that 
which brings forth the possibility of a future. It is, after all, at the moment of 
burying the ashes of his mother that Michael K's life of cultivation first 
begins.38 This is not, however, because of a redemptive 'working through' of 
loss, in which the subject emerges from the darkness of loss into a new dawn, 
but rather because, as Judith Butler writes, that which is irrecoverably lost may 
itself 'provide the condition of a new political agency', in which loss 'becomes 
the condition by which life is risked, by which the questions of whether one 
can move, and with whom, and in what way are framed and incited by the 
irreversibility of loss itself. 3q In this light, Michael K ultimately appears as a 
narrative of hope, though hope presented in a particular formulation. And this 
particular formulation can be sketched by way of a number of contrasts: the 
suggested analogue between Michael K and Moses shows that Michael K is 
not the saviour of his people, leading them out of oppression to the promised 
land; nor is he the 'completed man', in which human and animal happily 
coincide.4" But nor is he a f i g r e  of unremitting hopelessness, expiring in the 
shadow of the walls that confine him. Rather, he appears as a modest figure of 
hope - as a man who does not overturn the law in a radical gesture of 
overcoming or historical fulfillment, but who persists in relation to it, in a 
space and time carved out within the ban of the law. 

Figuring Hope 
1 argued above that Coetzee's Lije and Times ofMichael K can profitably be 
read within the terms of Agamben's account of biopolitics, which reveals 
Michael K as a figure in which the caesuras that Agamben argues cross the 
human being and allow the capture of life within the sovereign ban of 
biopolitical power are brought to visibility. Even within the terms of this 

l7 Rushdie (2003), p 340. 
18 Coetzee (1985), p 59. 
'' ~ u t l e r  (2003), pp 467,472. 
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reading of Michael K, though, a substantial and significant difference in the 
formulations of hope that ~ o e t z e e  and Agamben rely upon emerges. Two 
particular points in Homo Sacer alert us to the conception of political futurity 
that informs Agamben's analysis. In the conclusion to this text, Agamben 
declares that the conception of resistance offered by Foucault in History of 
Sexuality, Vol I is fundamentally flawed, since the body cannot provide 'solid 
ground' upon which to resist the bloody operations of sovereign violence and 
the correlative capture of life.41 Foucault develops a conception of resistance 
that recognises the ways in which resistance reinstates the very norms it 
opposes in the moment of resistance, and the way in which relations of power 
are predicated on the ever-present possibility of resistance. But, at this 
moment, Agamben rejects any possible formulation of resistance from within 
the regimes of power being opposed. Thus, as Hardt and Negri point out, 
Agamben does not see any potentiality within life itself to oppose the regime 
of biopolitics;42 for Agamben, potentiality aligns with the formulation of 
constituting power otherwise known as sovereignty and life itself has no other 
potentiality than its own passivity in relation to sovereign p0wer.4~ 

The second moment is more positive. Instead of the conception of 
immanent resistance offered by Foucault, Agamben argues for the necessity of 
a new 'form-of-life' that does not partake in the biopolitical caesuras 
introduced by the distinction between bios and zoe. This 'form-of-life' or 
'happy life' is life lived in 'the perfection of its own power', in an immediate 
unity of 'being thus'. In this, happy life amounts to a form of 'perfect nihilism' 
that permits the overturning of the law in its totality. It is only with the 
inauguration of a new form-of-life, Agamben argues, that the ban of the law 
will not only be recognized for what it is, but will be overcome. Thus, in his 
reading of Kafka's parable 'Before the Law', Agamben explicitly criticises his 
more deconstructive contemporaries for failing to grasp the full significance of 
the man from the country. For Agamben, the man from the country is best 
understood on the figure of the Messiah, whose task it is to overturn the law in 
fulfilling it. Against Derrida in particular, Agamben argues that the last line of 
Kafka's parable indicates not that an event has happened in not happening, but 
that the closing of the door indicates the overturning of the law. Hence, for 
Agamben, resistance to biopolitical capture requires a 'euporic ' resolution of 
the aporias of biopolitical capture in the inauguration of a new form-of-life 
beyond the ban of the law, which necessitates the overturning of the law in its 
fulfilment.44 

While this brief discussion does not bring out the full complexity of 
Agamben's conception of the messianic, it is sufficient for the purpose of 
revealing the ways in which Agamben and Coetzee diverge in their 

41 Agamben (1998), p 187. 
42 Hardt and Negri (2000), $1 6. 
43 See Agamben (1 998), pp 4 3 4 7 .  
44 See Agamben (1999d), p 217. Also see Heller-Roazen (1999); Deladurantaye 
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formulations of political futurity. For what is key in Coetzee's formulation is 
not the overturning of the law, but the capacity to escape the force of the law 
and persist in its shadow - in a space, one might say, more exceptional than 
the exception of the ban. This formulation of political futurity begins to take 
shape with Michael K's escape from the labour gangs and the camp, and 
subsequent retreat to the farm. Within this sequence of events, the retreat to the 
farm does not simply amount to a retreat from the world as such, since in many 
respects the relations and conditions of existence that cross war-torn South 
Africa are reflected there, even if in they are so in a distorted way. Think, for 
example, of Michael K's relation with the colonialist's son, the latter appearing 
as a synecdoche for the history of South African colonialism. If the camps 
constitute a space of exception in which the law applies in no longer applying 
as I have suggested above, then the farm contrasts to the camps, perhaps as a 
'heterotopic' space in which the norms and laws of social interaction are 
reflected in inverted form. 

In formulating the notion of hetcrotopias, Foucault argucs that hcterotopic 
spaces are distinct from utopias, since utopias are precisely 'no places'. 
Heterotopic spaces, by contrast, exist within the institutions and regulatory 
apparatuses of contemporary society, while nevertheless transforming them. 
Heterotopias indicate a space beyond the norm; they are 'counter-sites, a kind 
of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that 
can be found within a culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and 
inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be 
possible to indicated their location in reality.'45 This notion of heterotopia can 
help bring out the specificity of Michael K's ruminations about returning to the 
farm to take up gardening again in the final scene of the book. Here, 
Michael K is clearly not wishing for a radical overturning of the law and the 
inauguration of a new unified life beyond the law of abandonment. Nor is he 
dreaming of a utopian space which is no space. Rather, his desire is for a space 
in which to live that persists alongside the law, but which is nevertheless 
beyond its grasp - that is, to find a space that belongs to no one, that is 
outside the war, outside history, in which he may at least persist if not flourish. 
Hence, to continue Michael K's rumination on the camps noted above: 
'Perhaps the truth is that it is enough to be out of the camps, out of all the 
camps at the same time. Perhaps that is enough of an achievement, for the time 
being. How many people are there left who are neither locked up nor standing 
guard at the gate?'4" 

Even if this account of Coetzee's formulation of political futurity is 
accurate, though, the question of whether this is simply a conservative 
survivalism that leaves the condition of abandonment intact remains. Does the 
creation of heterotopic spaces merely indicate a failure to engage with the 
historical conditions of one's existence, a one-dimensional, deliberate turning 
away from the opportunity to grasp the moment and change the course of 
history? Perhaps. But perhaps it is also an attempt to make living in history 

45 Foucault (1986), p 24. 
4 W o e t z e e  (1 985), p 182. 



possible. That is, perhaps living in history is made possible through the 
creation of a space that is not outside the time of history, but rather subsists 
within it, even while turning away from it in order to give oneself a time for 
life. Indeed, the creation of such a space and time for living perhaps indicates 
the necessity of construing history differently, not as the linear passage of 
events, but rather as a multiplicity of stories that present themselves to be 
written. As Tony Morphett47 argues in defending Coetzee against Gordimer's 
criticism that Coetzee has turned away from history in Michael K,48 Coetzee 
spatialises 'history' as a network of intersecting and colliding stories, which do 
not in themselves provide deliverance in the form of the liberal promise of 
progressive freedoms. Such stories might be taken to constitute what Foucault 
identifies as 'heterochronies' - that is, a kind of temporality associated with 
heterotopias that breaks from the traditional flow of time within an era, which 
interrupts or disrupts the appearance of historical continuity. 

Perhaps more importantly for this discussion, though, is the possibility 
that the apparent closure of or turning away from the future that Michael K 
appears to embody is itself an opening on to an indeterminate future. To the 
extent that hospitality necessarily entails openness to the future, Jacques 
Derrida's analysis of the structure of hospitality enlightens the effect of the 
apparent closure of futurity effected in Coetzee's perceived failure to elaborate 
a vision of political transformation, suggesting that it is precisely this closure 
that allows for futurity. In his discussions of hospitality, Derrida inslsts upon 
the necessity of an unconditioned hospitality that exceeds all practical 
manifestations of hospitality. The point, though, he argues, is not to thereby 
criticise a more limited hospitality, nor to gesture toward an unconditioned 
hospitality through a utopian 'open door' policy of allowing anyone to come, 
for there are always conditions upon that welcome, and moreover it is 
precisely these conditions that makes hospitality possible. We do not know 
what will come, whether it will be human or not, whether the other will be 
murderous, or monstrous, and any attempt to delimit what is welcome imposes 
a conditionality upon hospitality. But it is only because of such conditions that 
one can welcome the other at all since, for one, the identification of oneself as 
welcoming host is itself a condition on hospitality. But the crucial point here is 
that hospitality requires a door to be closed in order for there to be a welcome 
at all. It is only by entering into a space that is otherwise not open that one is 
welcomed. Thus, to generalise, openness to the other - which is also 
openness to the future - requires a certain closure to be possible: closure, 
then, is a condition of possibility of welcoming, of opening to the future.4' 

In a parallel inversion, the apparent turning away from history that the 
figure of Michael K seems to effect might be read as a turning towards the 
future, not merely in the sense that the future is other to the past, but in the 
sense that turning toward is predicated on a certain turning away. LSfe and 
Times o f  Michael K concludes with Michael K retrospectively wishing that he 

47 Morphett (1996). 
48 See Gordimer (1984), p 3. 
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had collected more seeds, and ruminating that he should havc planted them 
spread out over the veld. He dreams of returning to the farm with another 
vagrant who has made a home in the closet that was once his mother's, of 
returning to a life in which all that is required is a teaspoon to collect water 
from the well, for in that way, he suggests, 'one can live'. This return to the 
farm certainly seems to indicate a turning away from the conditions of history. 
But this turning away is not simply an attempt to escape historical 
circumstance; it is also crucial to bringing about the conditions under which 
life can be maintained. Thus turning away from history appears as the 
condition of continued survival, in both the sense of maintaining nutritive 
existence and of maintaining hope. 

But what is also important in these concluding pages IS an interjection, in 
brackets, in which Coetzee writes: '(Is that the moral of it all, he thought, the 
moral of the whole story: that there is time enough for everything? Is that how 
morals come, unbidden, in the course of events, when you least expect 
them?)'50 This interjection interrupts Michael K's own reflection and marks a 
shift in the point of view of the text, for what follows is no longer in first 
person, as is the preceding reflection, but instead in third person. Moreover, 
the parenthetical status of the interjection means that it is not at all clear that 
the thoughts are in fact to be read as Michael K's. Yet, it may be too quick to 
attribute them to Coetzee himself, as if he in fact thinks that morals come 
unbidden when one least expects them. While the statement is attributed to 
someone - 'he says' - it is not at all clear to whom this attribution refers, if 
to a substantive character or agent at all. Instead, the statement might be unable 
to be strictly attributed to a speaker, such that it appears without an author or 
agent of its utterance as such and obliquely indicates the desubjectifying effect 
of speaking.51 

Without fully resolving the question of attribution, what is also ~mportant 
in this interjection is the postulation that morals come unbidden and 
undetermined, and moreover, that what might come is itself unconstrained by 
history even while that 'course of events' makes their appearance possible. 
One might suggest that this indicates that the turning towards the future 
suggested in Michael K's ruminations does not simply involve turning toward 
a particular future, but entails turning toward futurity as such. For while 
Michael K apparently dreams of a life of cultivation for himself, this dream of 
conditioned futurity is interrupted by a gesture toward a future that is radically 
undetermined, conditioned only by the necessity of closure for an opening to 
the future. Strictly speaking, this allows no figuration of the form of the future 
- not even the romanticism of gardening - but instead can only gesture 
towards a space in which there is indeed 'time enough for everything', in 
which what comes may be happy or it may be monstrous, but in any case it is 
always 'to-come' in the Derridean sense, unbidden, unforeseen and 
undetermined. 

50 Coetzee (1 985), p 183. 
5' Sce Agamben (1 999b), pp 1 15-23 



In this way, then, Coetzee might be read as affirming an opening to a 
future that recognises its own predication on closure, or an openness that 
recognises that to risk life for living may not only lead to happiness but also to 
despair, and moreover, that the direction ultimately taken is not determined by 
its conditions of emergence. In this light, then, Michael K stands as a figure of 
futurity, though not as a figure of the fulfillment of humanity in which the 
human is reconciled with animality in a 'form-of-life' that overturns the 
Nothing of the law. Instead, he stands as a more modest figure of survival or 
persistence in the space and time of the ban. He does not stand as a 
representative figure of a happy or reconciled life, but he might well still stand 
as a figure of hope and transformation: not happy, but perhaps at least 
contented. Thus, in the words of the doctor, 'the garden for which you are 
presently heading is nowhere and everywhere except in the camps. It is another 
name for the only place where you belong, Michaels, where you do not feel 
homeless. It is off every map, no road leads to it that is merely a road, and only 
you know the way.'52 
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