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EN 206 Unit 4: Postmodernist Fiction Week 13 (F11/7—F11/13) 
Introduction and Assignments 

Week 10: Coetzee’s The Life and Times of Michael K

What to Do This Week:

1) Read through my initial preliminary framing ideas for contemporary commonwealth fiction just below here in this document. 
2) View the three movie trailers then listed next in this document. 
3) Read the first half or so of the Coetzee’s contemporary novel The Like and Times of Michael K (90 pages)
4) Compose a ‘journal entry’ in response to the journal prompt found at the end of this document and submit it as an original post to the Blackboard Discussion Board Thread for this upcoming week by 11:59 on Thursday 11/12.  Then compose and submit two ‘reply’ posts to this Discussion Board Thread on Blackboard by the end (11: 59 pm) of Friday Nov 13th  .  
_____________________________________________________________________________


1) Introduction: 

	As we move into our last unit of the semester, which takes us into the late twentieth century, we will now read a short novel by the South African Nobel Prize Winner J.M. Coetzee, The Life and Times of Michael K.  South Africa you say? Yes, given the reach and dominion of imperialist England in the nineteenth century, its rule and legacy spread throughout world, including to South Africa.  In this regard, South Africa can be understood as a commonwealth nation, a nation that now has its own postcolonial government, but shares many cultural traits and values and language with England. 
In any event, one salient feature of 20th century South African history was their prevailing racist government, finally abolished in the 80s, which was termed apartheid (apartness) and predicated on system of white supremacy that did not give blacks any rights, standing or voice in their country, effectively banishing them to the dire economic circumstance of poverty and hopelessness that defined the shantytowns into which they were forced.  While Coetzee’s novel does not explicitly highlight racial difference in its unfolding, it clearly explores, perhaps allegorically, the challenges of such inequality as its protagonist Michael K , while not specified as Black, is treated as a second class citizen, as an unequal, in the futuristic nightmare of this world.  Moreover, this situation is compounded by the fact that the novel opens with a clear and systemic breakdown in society, a chaos which overwhelms our overmatched protagonist and those around him  Anyway, see what you think.

In addition, as far as framing goes beyond the legacy of South Africa’s apartheid past, consider the following two concepts as you read the novel.  They each reflect late twentieth century concerns about to understand our contemporary world, especially the disillusionment, fear and anxiety that many may feel:
	
	a) Post Modernism: “Through the use of reason and logic, and with the more specialized tools provided by science and technology, [according to the 18th century Enlightenment] human beings are likely to change themselves and their societies for the better. It is reasonable to expect that future societies will be more humane, more just, more enlightened, and more prosperous than they are now. Postmodernists deny this Enlightenment faith in science and technology as instruments of human progress. Indeed, many postmodernists hold that the misguided (or unguided) pursuit of scientific and technological knowledge led to the development of technologies for killing on a massive scale in World War II. Some go so far as to say that science and technology—and even reason and logic—are inherently destructive and oppressive, because they have been used by evil people, especially during the 20th century, to destroy and oppress others” (Encyclopedia Britannica).

	b) Dystopian Narratives: 
Utopia: A place, state, or condition that is ideally perfect in respect of politics, laws, customs, and conditions. 
Dystopia: A futuristic, imagined universe in which oppressive societal control and the illusion of a perfect society are maintained through corporate, bureaucratic, technological, moral, or totalitarian control. Dystopias, through an exaggerated worst-case scenario, make a criticism about a current trend, societal norm, or political system. 
Characteristics of a Dystopian Society 
· Propaganda is used to control the citizens of society. 
· Information, independent thought, and freedom are restricted. 
· A figurehead or concept is worshipped by the citizens of the society. 
· Citizens are perceived to be under constant surveillance. 
· Citizens have a fear of the outside world. 
· Citizens live in a dehumanized state. 
· The natural world is banished and distrusted. 
· Citizens conform to uniform expectations. Individuality and dissent are bad. 
· The society is an illusion of a perfect utopian world. 
Types of Dystopian Controls 
Most dystopian works present a world in which oppressive societal control and the illusion of a perfect society are maintained through one or more of the following types of controls: 
· Corporate control: One or more large corporations control society through products, advertising, and/or the media. Examples include Minority Report and Running Man. 
· Bureaucratic control: Society is controlled by a mindless bureaucracy through a tangle of red tape, relentless regulations, and incompetent government officials. Examples in film include Brazil. 
· Technological control: Society is controlled by technology—through computers, robots, and/or scientific means. Examples include The Matrix, The Terminator, and I, Robot. 
· Philosophical/religious control: Society is controlled by philosophical or religious ideology often enforced through a dictatorship or theocratic government. 
The Dystopian Protagonist 
· often feels trapped and is struggling to escape. 
· questions the existing social and political systems. 
· believes or feels that something is terribly wrong with the society in which he or she lives. 
· helps the audience recognizes the negative aspects of the dystopian world through his or her perspective. [NCTE]
		
2) ---Watch: how about just a few short movie trailers?  

· The first is clearly dystopian—the Australian post-apocalyptic film series that begins here with Mad Max.  This rough and violent world is a bit less cerebral than what we find in Coetzee’s novel.  But it definitely sets a mood for dystopian woes as society has clearly unraveled.  
· The second film clip is from one of our local favorite heroes, Forrest Gump.  Gump’s society is much more normative and stable, to be sure, but I added it here because it gets us thinking about how sometimes maybe it is a simple individual (Gump or Michael K) who best sees the world for what is.  
· I’ll even add to that by adding another trailer about a movie that highlights the value of a certain kind of simplicity, the film “Being There.”  And like Michael K, this protagonist is a gardener.  

		a) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ti6rG4NmsyM
		b) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bLvqoHBptjg
		c) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oOOghKacg40


3) Read: the novel is about 180 pages long; read about the first half this week (about 90 pages)


4) Write a Journal Entry: for your journal post respond to the follow prompt: Compare and contrast the plight and story of Michael K to that of any film protagonist of your choice.  Start with similarities and then move to differences.  Use two quotes from the novel too.
--Submit it as an original post to the Blackboard Discussion Board Thread for this upcoming week by 11:59 on Thursday 11/12.  Then compose and submit two ‘reply’ posts to this Discussion Board Thread on Blackboard by the end (11: 59 pm) on this coming Friday (11/13).

