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Abstract 

This study argues that J.M. Coetzee’s 2013 novel The Childhood of Jesus questions the role 

of critique in the genre of the novel. The authors of the paper argue that The Childhood of 

Jesus demonstrates what Rita Felski refers to as the “hermeneutics of suspicion” in her study 

The Limits of Critique (2015), and the authors examine how Coetzee’s novel explores the way 

that  readers frequently approach the literary text with an attempt at dissecting it critically. 

The study uses theories on human rights as well as postcritique to illustrate how Coetzee’s 

novel offers the reader evidence that this particular novel can be read through human rights 

theories only to create an alternative postcritical narrative. The results of this study conclude 

that The Childhood of Jesus demonstrates that reading theoretically fails and that reading 

theoretically through narratives such as human rights can not substitute or bring as much 

value as reading aesthetically.  
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1. Introduction 

This paper argues that J.M. Coetzee’s novel, The Childhood of Jesus (2013) demonstrates the 

way that critique and postcritique come into conversation in the genre of the novel and how 

Coetzee utilizes theories on human rights to demonstrates how this happens. More 

specifically, the paper argues that The Childhood of Jesus represents how the genre of the 

novel is, at times, hijacked by different types of critique that take away from the value of the 

aesthetic experience and create a hermeneutic unilateral approach. The theoretical foundation 

of this paper stands on the work of Rita Felski, particularly her book The Limits of Critique 

(2015) in which she examines closely the problem of critique in literary studies and offers 

alternative postcritical approaches to reading the literary text. The authors demonstrate that 

Coetzee offers readers an open invitation to approaching the text critically using human rights 

theories as a paradigm only to pull back and reject offering any final or substantial stance on 

the position of reading human rights in the novel itself. What is the alternative then? The 

alternative is reading the text postcritically. Reading the text postcritically means that the 

novel is not reduced to a suspicious game of seeking out evidence to build up a narrative of 

theoretical concerns and alternative analyses. Reading The Childhood of Jesus postcritically 

means studying the literary text as it is.  

 

The result of this study will demonstrate that reading The Childhood of Jesus postcritically 

offers the same effect on the reader as one reads it critically through the lens of human rights 

narratives. Thus, the fundamental element of human rights narratives focus on creating 

sympathy for other human lives, on the protection of human dignity, and on the preservation 

of fundamental human truths. Both narratives, the literary text and human rights narrative, 

lead to the same purpose of seeking out the fundamental meaning of what it means to be 

human (Nayar, 2016, p. xi). Just as human rights narratives seek out what it means to be 
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human and the ways that human life is protected and respected, literature as well “rationalizes 

in and through its wide variety of narratives what it means to be human” (Nayar, 2016, p. xi). 

The Childhood of Jesus, however, shows a different element in this kind of approach in 

studying the two disciplines together. Coetzee’s novel seems to be suggesting that reading 

literature through the lens of human rights overshadows the aesthetic value of the text and 

takes away from the moral significance of reading literature. As a result, what Coetzee 

presents is the raw material for the reader interested in interpreting the novel through human 

rights narratives only to pull the rug from under the reader and having the fundamentals of 

human rights theory fall apart. What results is the question of humanity and reading the 

human through literature itself, and the novel does that without resorting to critique or, in this 

case, human rights theory. Reading the novel through an appreciation of the literary alone is a 

postcritical reading, and it leaves out the complications of critique that impose on the text 

narratives which obfuscate rather than shed light on the work itself. 

 

This study is located in a very small niche of research conducted by several critics who have 

referred to the different ways that Coetzee’s work interweaves with critique and theory. 

Nadine Gordimer’s preface to Critical Perspectives on J.M. Coetzee (1996) particularly 

addresses the way that critique and the critic who partakes in critical analyses  imposes a 

meaning on the text that is not the real intention of the author. What results is a gap between 

the intention of the author and his literary text and the critic and his critical analysis: 

 What service is criticism to its subject, the writer and the writer’s work? In 

many instances, the critique imposes the intent of the critic on the intent of the 

writer. This may be subconscious on the part of the critic, nevertheless the 

writer receives it as an intent. Yes, yes-the critic is seeking out the hidden 

intent of the writer, but does he/she find it? (Gordimer, 1996, p.viii). 

Gordimer is suggesting that critics go out of their way to uncover the hidden agendas of the 

writers of the text. Do they ever know what the author is saying? It is difficult to tell. Later in 

her preface she says she is not attacking the critic, but rather she wants readers to know about 

“the limitations of the function of the critique in any assumption there may be of its 

usefulness to the writer” (Gordimer, 1996, p.ix). Gordimer suggests that there is something 

that is taken away from the text when critique rewrites a different narrative than what was 

intended from the authors work. In another reference to Coetzee’s relationship to critique and 

theory, Gayatri Spivak in her review “Lie Down in the Karoo: An Antidote to the 

Anthropocene” in “Public Books” writes that Coetzee is a “creative writer of theory.” She 

suggests in her review that Coetzee actively writes with theory and can’t detach himself from 

it.  

 

Moving on from Gordimer and Spivak, Elizabeth Anker has made the strongest and most 

detailed analysis of Coetzee’s relationship to critique and theory in The Childhood of Jesus. In 

Critique and Postcritique (2017), Elizabeth Anker’s chapter titled “Why We Love Coetzee; 

or, The Childhood of Jesus and the Funhouse of Critique” argues that Coetzee’s body of work 

does what is beyond the limits of critique in the ways that it challenges the purposes and 

reasons behind theoretical interpretations and approaches.  Anker also argues that Coetzee’s 

oeuvre (particularly in The Childhood of Jesus) caters to the demands and interpretations of 

theory and literary theory by offering a multitude of different opportunities of applying 
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theories to the novel and coming out with a multitude of results.  Anker (2017) writes: 

“Coetzee’s theorizing, that is, can feel primed to gratify whatever explanatory paradigms we 

seek out and already inhabit” (p.185). Anker (2017) also explains that  

Coetzee is a forerunner within a growing corps of twenty-first-century 

novelists ushering in varied yet arguably Coetzee-esque innovations in the 

novel. Scholarly discussions of contemporary fiction have been shaped if not 

dominated by this breed of writer, who, like Coetzee, is often self-consciously 

in dialogue with academic criticism and theory” (190). 

 Anker’s work establishes the ways that Coetzee is one step ahead of the critical debates on 

literary theory.  

 

The research question of this paper narrows in on whether or not reading The Childhood of 

Jesus suspiciously and critically through the framework of human rights theories and 

narratives does the text justice, or is something taken away from the text? The authors suggest 

that Coetzee offers readers possible clues at this framework, but refuses to give the critical 

reader any closure at reaching a conclusive and solidified result. Coetzee only offers the 

appropriate fertile ground for such theories to flourish only to reject offering a clear-cut 

conclusion. This makes us believe that Coetzee is questioning what critique and modern 

theories might be doing to the contemporary novel.  

 

2. Theory: Critique and Postcritique 

In chapter eighteen of The Childhood of Jesus, Simón gives David a book titled An Illustrated 

Children’s Don Quixote and begins reading to the young child so that he may learn how to 

read himself. The two characters immediately have a heated discussion on what Don Quixote 

sees and what Sancho sees when faced with the problem of windmills and giants (Coetzee, 

2013, p.154). Later in chapter nineteen, Simón and David have yet another argument about 

how to read and what to believe about what Don Quixote sees. This time David tells Simón 

that he “wants to read the first way” resisting Simón’s insistence that Don Quixote should not 

be trusted (Coetzee, 2013, p.161). The arguing continues with Simón maintaining that David 

read properly: “For real reading you have to submit to what is written on the page” (Coetzee, 

2013, p.165). Simón argues that David read the story as a narrative focused on the adventures 

and pure insanity of Don Quixote, but David reads the story as it is—Don Quixote is only 

fighting giants. This scene represents Coetzee’s attempt at commenting on the act of reading 

and interpretation in the wider scope of literary studies and theory. Thus, Simón and David 

have very different approaches to the reading process. The debate that takes place between 

David and Simón is a debate that represents the direction of contemporary critique. 

Consequently, Simón demands that David read Don Quixote traditionally, making the 

assumption that Don Quixote is, in fact, insane, that windmills are just windmills and not 

giants, and that Don Quixote should be read as it has always been read in the very long 

history of the genre of the novel. More specifically, Simón wants David to read critically 

following traditional reading habits and viewing the text just as Rita Felski argues in The 

Limits of Critique (2015) under the “hermeneutics of suspicion” and “symptomatically” as 

Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus discuss in their watershed article “Surface Reading: An 

Introduction” (2009). Reading then as Simón asks David to do would mean distrusting Don 

Quixote’s perspective and looking for what is repressed in the text, seeking out the symptoms 
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that lead to a literary theory that speaks the unspoken. David, on the other hand, reads Don 

Quixote devoid of any predetermined theoretical framework. He reads passionately and with 

vulnerability, trusting Don Quixote when the character sees giants rather than windmills. 

David takes what he sees on the surface of the text, responding to Don Quixote’s imagination, 

trusting it and creating a connection with the character. Therefore, Coetzee, the authors argue, 

is recommending that readers of his novel also read the same way that David is reading, 

letting go of theoretical readings and trusting the text just as David does. 

 

Once again, the theoretical framework of this paper takes its cue from an argument that 

Elizabeth Anker makes in her chapter “Why We Love Coetzee; or, The Childhood of Jesus 

and the Funhouse of Critique” in a collection of essays edited with Rita Felski titled Critique 

and Postcritique (2017). This collection of essays follows the argument and discussion that 

Rita Felski’s The Limits of Critique makes which examines the limitations of critique, but also 

what critique has done to the study of the humanities and what possibilities there are beyond 

critique. Felski and Anker return to the problems of critique in the humanities offering a 

selection of different essays that trace the history of critique as well as offer possible solutions 

to what may come beyond critique. Anker states in her article that   

the many factors that have contributed to Coetzee’s popularity can also be 

taken as a referendum on “theory now,” especially the current reevaluation of 

critique. For while Coetzee’s prolific and frequently self-reflexive theorizing 

has motivated intense devotion from many readers, that very attribute of his 

fiction has for others—including me—been cause for reluctance, if not outright 

frustration. These competing responses to Coetzee, I’ll maintain, are worth 

taking stock of, since they capture a broader mood of ambivalence over the 

sort of relationship to theory that would have, not too long ago, been touted as 

theory’s (and Coetzee’s) basic mystic. (Anker, 2017,p.184) 

Anker’s traces two important aspects of Coetzee’s oeuvre in her essay. First, she explores 

closely the way that Coetzee’s body of work is deeply intertwined with theory and with the 

current debates addressing where theory is going today. Anker (2017) argues that “the many 

factors that have contributed today Coetzee’s popularity can also be taken as a referendum on 

“theory now,” especially the current reevaluation of critique” (p.184). She also says that “ 

Coetzee’s theorizing, that is, can feel primed to gratify whatever explanatory paradigms we 

seek out and already inhabit” (185). Moreover, Anker (2017) claims half way through her 

article that Coetzee appears to be playing a game with readers and also seems to be catering to 

the various agendas readers may have who read his work meticulously searching for hidden 

theoretical messages:  

Coetzee’s writing satisfied a truly eclectic array of theoretical tastes and 

choices, across the gamut; whatever one’s favored theory, Coetzee’s writing is 

almost certain to accommodate if not vindicate it. However, there are real 

questions about what that profligacy does to the critic’s relationship to theory. 

What happens when the application of theory starts to feel like a game, and a 

game with predictable outcomes guaranteeing that a given theory will win?” 

(189).  

Second, Anker (2017) examines The Childhood of Jesus through deconstructive ethics, 

exploring how “key features of deconstructive brands of ethics that both inherit and emulate 
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the logic of critique” (p.195). She explains in her article that even though deconstructive 

ethics offers the impression of a critique-free analysis of the literary text, there are instances 

when reading the ethical event in the text requires reading suspiciously and against the grain, 

and this hermeneutic logic is critique in its essence (Anker, 2017, p.195).  

Rita Felski (2015) examines closely the problems with critique in contemporary literary 

studies arguing specifically in The Limits of Critique that exploring critique under the guise of 

the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ allows us to see critique “as much a matter of affect and 

rhetoric as of philosophy or politics” (2-3). Thus, Felski (2015) questions closely why critique 

is so popular in literary studies and discusses in detail the way that critics “practice suspicious 

reading” as well as how critique is a narrative of its own just as storytelling is (7). In her final 

chapter, Felski (2015) offers alternatives to reading critically such as reassessing the historical 

context of a text and reading it transhistorically, reading a text as “nonhuman actors,” and 

reading postcritically (154). She makes use of actor-network-theory in devising postcritical 

readings of literary texts by exploring in detail how history can hinder the movement of 

literary texts across time and how texts should be approached as though they are “nonhuman 

actors” refining what agency is and how texts create a difference to the reader and to the 

world. She argues that these two areas of interest create “a postcritical reading that can do 

justice to the transtemporal liveliness and the conconstitution of texts and readers—without 

opposing thought to emotion or divorcing intellectual rigor from affective attachment” 

(Felski, 2015, p.154).  

  

In Critique and Postcritique, Felski and Anker (2017) provide a more thorough examination 

of the problem of critique and the ways it functions within literary studies. The collection 

examines a wide range of issues as well as the possibilities postcritique may offer. Felski and 

Anker (2017) define critique as a genre on its own and discuss the “diagnostic quality” of the 

critique as well as how critique reads literary texts both allegorically and through “modes of 

self-reflexivity”—a form leading to metacritique (6-8). Felski and Anker (2017) further give a 

reassessment of critique in terms of its “sensibility” and “style of thinking” and they say that 

critique requires “an alternative ethos, mood, or disposition” (10). Further into their 

introduction, Felski and Anker examine the political implications of critique as well as how 

the “method wars” show different methodologies of how critique is practiced in literary 

studies (15). Finally, the authors also situate postcritique in the larger framework of the 

contemporary academy, specifically under the influence of neoliberal rationality (Anker 

&Felski, 2017).  

 

Finally, Felski’s work follows a small niche of research that examines critique and 

postcritique closely. Two major critics who have examined the uses and uselessness of 

critique are Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s 2009 article “ Surface Reading: An 

Introduction,” in Representations and Bruno Latour’s 2004 article “Why Has Critique Run 

Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,” in Critical Inquiry. Stephen Best 

and Sharon Marcus’s article has become a watershed piece dismantling the question of 

critique’s place in literary studies. The authors of that piece examine closely the notion of 

symptomatic reading and the ways that readers and critics attempt at reading what is not there 

in the text using theoretical approaches to uncover what is apparently hidden. Bruno Latour’s 

(2004) shows how critique is a hermeneutic runaround and that rather than focusing on 
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“matters of fact” one should focus on reading what is around them through “matters of 

concern” (231-2). Latour shows how critique has become a complex and exhausted form of 

gathering information and through it truth has become obscured.   

 

 

3. Discussion: Human Rights in The Childhood of Jesus 

Human rights theories are appropriating studies in the genre of the novel in widespread and 

extensive ways. Elizabeth Swanson Goldberg and Alexandra Schultheis Moore, editors of 

Theoretical Perspectives on Human Rights and Literature (2012) claim that “a conversation 

between literature and human rights has only just begun. It seems appropriate to pause, then, 

to ask why literary scholars should embrace human rights as an analytical lens, and what 

literary reading and critique can add to the aspirational field of human rights” (1). The editors 

of the Routledge collection of essays begin their chapter acknowledging that both literature 

and human rights are fields that will be able to benefit both sides of the coin in various ways in 

the years to come. The editors also narrow down on the ways that a student of literature can 

interlink the two fields of interest:  

Interdisciplinary scholarship in human rights and literature, finally, undertakes 

two mutually invested intellectual projects: reading literary texts for the ways 

in which they represent and render intelligible the philosophies, laws, and 

practices of human rights from multiple, shifting cultural perspectives and 

considering how stories, testimonies, cultural texts, and literary theories 

contribute to the evolution of such philosophies, laws, and practices. (Goldberg 

& Moore, 2012, p. 2) 

 

The connection between human rights narratives and literature starts with the work of Lynn 

Hunt and Joseph Slaughter, among others,1 who have both traced the ways that literature has 

been able to formulate and develop human rights in the contemporary world through the forms 

and structures of the literary text. Thus, Lynn Hunt’s Inventing Human Rights (2007) argues 

that the rise of human rights began in the early eighteenth century in alignment with the rise of 

the English novel and its literary legacy. She then goes on to trace closely the ways that the 

novel was able to contribute to the emerging sentimentality of the eighteenth century such as 

empathy and sympathy and this in hand gave rise to the universal belief that all people deserve 

to have human rights. Hunt attributes the invention of human rights to particular 

characteristics of the novel such as the epistolary novel that allowed readers to enter into the 

inner recesses of character’s consciousness and individuality. Joseph Slaughter’s 2007 study 

Human Rights, INC: The World Novel, Narrative Form and International Law argues that 

both human rights and the subgenre of the novel, the bildungsroman, contributed to the 

development of each other in dramatic ways, the link between the two areas turning out to be 

the focus on the human individual and the human personality. Slaughter examines law and 

literature with the same critical eye showing the reader that both fields of interest are similar 

in many ways and that they center on the development and dignity of the human. Slaughter 

                                                 
1 See also Samuel Moyn’s The Last Utopia: Human Rights in History (2010) and his most recent work Human 

Rights in an Unequal World (2018) as well as Elizabeth Anker’s important study Fictions of Dignity: Embodying 

Human Rights in World Literature (2012) to read more on Human Rights theories and its relation to literature. 



British Journal of Science      43  

October 2020, Vol. 19 (2) 

 

© 2020 British Journals ISSN 2047-3745 

 

 

(2007) also claims that “our reading acts have implications not only for the imagination but 

the legislation of an international human rights community” (328). 

 

The Childhood of Jesus narrates the story of David and Simón as they land by boat in an 

unknown city called Novilla. David has lost his parents and Simón appears to have no one in 

this world and once the characters find each other, they become attached to the bone, 

navigating life in Novilla together. The first thing that the two characters must do is find a 

place to stay and after Simón feels that he has found an appropriate flat for the two characters, 

he decides to find David a mother. It is during this search for David’s mother that Simón 

begins to understand Novilla and its people. People in the city of Novilla have come to the 

fact that there is no such thing as history, passion, instinct and the only incentive they run on 

is rationality. It is this rationality that makes Simón squirm and constantly criticize the friends 

that he has made in Novilla. Many parts of the text show conversations that the characters 

have with each other and many of those conversations have deep philosophical and theoretical 

overtones. Before exploring some of these conversations reiterating the main thesis of this 

paper is necessary. Our argument stands that Coetzee is offering raw material to readers 

interested in interpreting The Childhood of Jesus through human rights narratives that are 

sprawled all over the text. In fact, many scenes in the novel give the impression that reading 

the text through the lens of human rights is an obvious theoretical approach, but in looking 

closely enough, the novel does not give critical readers a clear cut result and conclusion on 

reading the novel this way. It only brings up questions on how human rights narratives 

interfere in the form of the genre of the novel. Thus, there are many scenes in the novel that 

represent the different elements of human rights narratives and the institutional bodies 

associated with the ideals of human rights and its core values. Novilla, for instance, has no 

interest in preserving basic human rights of the refugees who arrive to the city. Simón realizes 

that Novilla and its governmental organizations are ill-equipped or uninterested at helping the 

refugees that arrive find lost loved ones:  

‘Thank you. One last question: Are there organizations here that specialize in 

bringing people together?’ 

‘Bringing people together?’ 

‘Yes. There must surely be many people searching for family members. Are 

the organizations that help to bring families together—families, friends, 

lovers? 

‘No I’ve never heard of such an organization.’ (Coetzee, 2013, p. 3-4). 

Another example can be found in chapter four, when Simón and Ana, discuss the philosophy 

behind Novilla’s attempts at assisting the refugees who enter at the city’s borders. Ana offers 

a lengthy explanation of why the Relocation Centre she works at offers such assistance to the 

wave of refugees coming in:  

Faith means believing in what you do even when it does not bear visible fruit. 

The Centre is not like that. People arrive needing help, and we help them. We 

help them and their lives improve. None of that is invisible. None of it requires 

blind faith. We do our job, and everything turns out well. It is as simple as that. 

(Coetzee, 2013, p. 29) 

The two examples above show two different approaches that Novilla takes towards the 

refugees that enter the city. The first gives the impression that Novilla could care less for the 
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refugees and whether or not they actually find their loved ones, whereas the second example 

indicates that Novilla has its own set of ideals that are far from the world we live in or the 

human rights principles that the contemporary world functions by. Ana explains that what 

motivates the Relocation Centre to help others is to see real change in the lives of the refugees 

that come into the city. There is no other personal, social, cultural or political ideology behind 

offering such aid. More importantly, there appears to be no universal belief in a more worthy 

and widespread ideal behind the Relocation Centre’s work. In other words, the work of the 

Relocation Centre is not based on a principle or universal cause such as protecting and 

maintaining human rights or in having blind faith that the work of the Relocation Centre 

protects human dignity. What is important to the people of Novilla is that real change takes 

place in the lives of the refugees and there appears to be a serious attempt at discouraging its 

citizens from believing in what is indiscernible, such as an ideal that brings no change. Simón 

assumes that the Relocation Centre is doing what it is doing because there is a universal 

appeal to human rights and that the refugees that come into the city deserve to have 

fundamental human rights and must be helped by the Relocation Centre and by whatever 

organizational bodies that exist in Novilla. Ana, on the other hand, makes it a point that 

Novilla and its people do not believe in empty ideals such as the belief that equal human rights 

for everyone is a fundamental right.  

 

Tim Mehigan (2017) argues in his article “Coetzee’s The Childhood of Jesus and Moral Image 

of the World” that The Childhood of Jesus problematizes the question of whether “the world 

we live in has moral coherence, that it has a moral and ethical core” (168) and he basis his 

argument on the scene above. Once again a similar attitude is represented in chapter fourteen 

of the novel in a heated argument between the two characters: Simón and Álvaro. Simón 

suggests that the docks they work at as stevedores require more advanced technological 

improvements such as trucks and levers.  Álvaro, on the other hand, dismisses all of Simón’s 

suggestions stating the following: “‘There is no place for cleverness here, only for the thing 

itself.’” (114). Álvaro completely rejects the idea that progress will improve the lives of the 

stevedores that Simón works with, but the question of being concerned with “the thing itself” 

is, we argue, similar to Ana’s idea above on the invisible and visible. Álvaro and Ana’s 

position is a push for the substantial and the real. Simón, on the other hand, is speaking of 

hypotheticals and possibilities while the people of Novilla require something that is tangible 

and substantial. Simón questions both Ana and Álvaro on their beliefs and the particular way 

of life that the people of Novilla have decided to live by. Ana and Álvaro will have nothing of 

Simón’s more idealistic approach to life, they would rather see change happen in front of 

them. Thus, Ana tells Simón that having blind faith in a failing ideal is not going to aid people 

who require a great deal of help and Álvaro makes the claim that that kind of clever idealism 

is not productive. Álvaro asks to see the same thing that Ana wants to see which is “the thing 

itself.” Returning once again to Mehigan’s statement on the moral outlook of the world, he 

also explains that Ana’s position shows that “help is measured by the degree to which it 

provides palpable relief from need. The aim is to secure material improvement, rather than 

release from emotional or psychological suffering” (Mehigan, 2017, p. 168). To put it another 

way, the conversation between Ana and Simón represents two opposing views on the 

significance of human rights narratives and whether or not reading texts through that 

theoretical lens is beneficiary to the genre of the novel.  
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Two important conclusions can be sketched from the scenes above. First, the larger question 

on this discussion between these characters touches on whether ideals actually make the world 

a better place. Does believing in human rights alone make one a good person without there 

actually being any substantial action to help others? In relation to the form of the novel, does 

reading the novel critically through human rights theories result in a clear statement on how to 

interpret the novel and the way that human rights functions in it? The answer to this question 

is no. The second conclusion that these scenes show is that Coetzee appears to be criticizing 

such readings as human rights on novels. We make this assumption particularly from the 

phrase “the thing itself.” What is “the thing itself”? My argument is that the “thing itself” is 

the genre of the novel and this is, in fact, a rejection of some of the ways that critique or 

different modes of criticism and theories are applied to the novel and how they may take away 

the value of the novel itself. It helps to understand as well as the way that city’s name, Novilla, 

contributes to such an analysis. What aids this line of reasoning is that the name Novilla itself 

suggests that it is extracted from the term novel (and its etymology) as Robert Pippen (2017) 

argues in his article “What does J.M. Coetzee’s Novel, The Childhood of Jesus have to do 

with the Childhood of Jesus?” (17). Pippen (2017) suggests that “the name Novilla also 

evokes Novalis and so the German Frühromantik. This, and the echo of ‘novel’ in Novilla, 

suggests their discussions of the novel as the modern art form, and those Romantics’ singling 

out as the archetypical modern novel— what else—Cervantes’s Don Quixote” (Emphasis 

added, 17). Pippen (2017) goes on to suggest that Novilla is also no real place, “no-villa” (17). 

The point here is that Novilla alludes to the history and genre of the novel, and when 

characters such as Álvaro and Ana dismiss many of the characteristics of a past life, it also 

appears that Coetzee may be reassessing the ways that we read the novel critically, 

recommending that we read the “thing itself” or the novel as it is without imposing any 

theoretical assumptions or dissecting the texts with interdisciplinary concerns such as human 

rights narratives because such readings take way the aesthetic value of the text itself. The 

“thing itself,” in other words, is a postcritical reading.  

 

Other scenes in the novel offer telling evidence that the novel discusses different aspects on 

human rights and its various narratives. Thus, one of the most significant characteristics in 

examining human rights narratives is examining closely the testimonies and personal histories 

of people and the trauma that they may have encountered in the past. When David and Simón 

land in Novilla they seemed to have forgotten everything that happens to them in a past life. 

There are large gaps in the narrative and in the past life that these characters live. Thus, as 

readers we are not told precisely from where these characters come from, and what kind of 

suffering they might have endured. Even when they wash up upon Novilla’s shores, they are 

assigned different names and ages, recreating different identities. Approaching the novel from 

this perspective will make those particular readers of human rights narratives dig further into 

Coetzee’s novel to try to uncover the different reasons why personal testimonies could be 

suppressed in the novel. Reading the novel critically through human rights makes us see that 

the novel is  rich with material on human rights theories. But such a reading is really never 

taken to the next level. Coetzee offers these human rights narratives clearly, but also shows 

how they fail to give the novel the ethical value it deserves. Instead, it outcasts the novel and 

takes away something very valuable from the literary influence of novel. For example, in 

chapter three of the novel, Ana explains to Simón that “[p]eople here have washed themselves 



British Journal of Science      46  

October 2020, Vol. 19 (2) 

 

© 2020 British Journals ISSN 2047-3745 

 

 

clean of old ties. You should be doing the same” (Coetzee, 2013, p. 20). Not only have people 

of Novilla let go of their old attachments, they have also lost any remembrance of a past life as 

Simón tells the other men he works with at the docks: “Like you I crossed the ocean. Like you 

I bring no history with me. What history I had I left behind. I am simply a new man in a new 

land, and that is a good thing” (114). Simón’s statement shows that people coming into 

Novilla have no personal history or testimony. Thus, Coetzee offers readers different ways of 

reading into the importance of personal testimony and how having one’s voice heard is a 

fundamental human right, recording atrocities and human rights violations sheds light on the 

injustices that take place. This all seems to be a way of showing the reader that these hints lead 

to  different feature of human rights narratives, but Coetzee is also pulling back from the 

narrative and showing readers that these characteristics do not substitute for the literary value 

that the text offers. The renunciation of human rights narratives in The Childhood of Jesus is 

represented in the ways that the lack of these characteristics does not have serious 

repercussions in the lives of the characters. For instance, David seems to adapt nicely in 

Novilla, making friends quickly and bonding with Simón as well as with Inés. He rarely brings 

up events from the past, nor does he yearn for his mother. He begins life anew. Coetzee shows 

us that reading the value of the human and the importance of human life can be possible 

through the form of the novel itself. In other words, the novel itself can be read as an accurate 

representation of human life. Importing interdisciplinary theories such as human rights takes 

away the significance of the genre of the novel.  

 

Not only is personal history and testimony denied in the world of Novilla, but even a general 

concept of history itself seems to be looked down upon. In chapter fourteen of the novel, 

Simón and the rest of the stevedores have a lengthy debate on why history is “not real”(116). 

Simón insists that history is substantial and important and that one can see the effect of history 

on the present. The other stevedores argue with Simón claiming that “history has no 

manifestations in the present. History is merely a pattern we see in what has passed. It has no 

power to reach into the present” (Coetzee, 2013, p.116). Thus, putting ones faith in past and 

believing that the past will change the future is not something that the people of Novilla trust 

in, rather they think “history is just a made-up story” (Coetzee, 2013, p.116). Novilla at its 

center resists adhering to the state of the world that we currently live in and offers a 

postcritical alternative to reading the text through the lens of human rights.  

 

The beginning of this section references a principal scene between Simón and Ana and the 

incentive behind how and why the Relocation Centre does the work that it does. Once again, 

there is another significant scene between Simón and Elena about another moral and ethical 

question about life in Novilla and we believe more specifically about the form of the novel 

and postcritique:  

‘On the contrary, I feel goodwill, much goodwill. Towards both you and your 

son. Warmth and goodwill.’ 

‘By goodwill do you mean you wish us well? I am struggling to grasp the 

concept. You feel benevolent towards us?’ ‘Benevolence, I must tell you, is 

what we keep encountering here. Everyone wishes us well, everyone is ready 

to be kind to us. We are positively borne along a cloud of goodwill. But it all 
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remains a bit abstract. Can goodwill by itself satisfy our needs? Is it not in our 

nature to crave something tangible?’ (Coetzee, 2013, p.55-56). 

Elena explains that in the world of Novilla what creates good human relationships and creates 

a better world is not for instance a movement or system of universal human rights (with its 

organizational institutions) but rather genuine feelings of goodwill among people themselves. 

In some ways this scene appears to be criticizing the ways that human rights narratives and 

the organizational bodies associated to these principles have become bureaucratic nightmares. 

Simón observes that his personal emotions and desires get into the way of Novilla’s 

philosophy of life.  

Simón emphasizes on the fact that he must be able to transition from the past life to a new 

life. Simón seems conscious of the metafictional quality of his character and his statements 

also appear to be larger statements on the transition of the novel itself. Examining this 

possibility in relation to Simón and Elena’s conversation on benevolence and goodwill, the 

authors are suggesting that Coetzee is making a statement on the way that the novel has 

become subsumed under the umbrella of human rights narratives and is represented in Elena’s 

expressions of universal goodwill towards Simón, David and other refugees flowing into the 

city.  

  

Simon and Elena’s discussion of goodwill eventually sinks into both Simón and David and 

both characters begin to, in fact, feel goodwill towards the other characters as well. David 

mentions early on that his friendship with Fidel is based on goodwill. Even Simón, who is at 

first quite skeptical about where goodwill will eventually lead, feels the same way about Inés 

when he begins to explain to David that he cares deeply for her: “‘Because inside each of us 

there is a voice, sometimes called the voice of the heart, that tells us what kind of feeling we 

have for a person. And the kind of feeling I have for Inés is more like goodwill than love, the 

marrying kind of love’”(Coetzee, 2013, p.119-20). Simón has changed his mind in relation to 

the way that the people of Novilla live their lives. He too begins to feel differently not only 

towards Inés, but also David himself. It becomes difficult for Simón to leave David for long 

periods of time and not see him. Interesting enough, even Inés begins to have that motherly 

feeling towards David and their relationship flourishes. These different representations of 

love, family, affection, and care come out of the “goodwill” that Elena first mentions to 

Simón when they meet. These relationships also show  an alternative postcritical reading to 

human rights narratives. An alternative that can change and alter the way we read the genre of 

the novel.  

 

4. Conclusion 

This paper argues that The Childhood of Jesus demonstrates how critique particularly human 

rights theories applied to the genre of the novel can take away the value and significance of 

the form itself and suggests that reading the novel postcritically can offer a rich and varied 

experience without the domination and imposition of critique. Thus, this paper argues that 

what Coetzee is doing is offering his readers all of the different characteristics necessary to 

read the novel as though it is a fitting example of human rights narratives only to pull the rug 

from underneath the critical reader and offer an alternative postcritical reading to how human 

rights ideals can be represented through the power of the aesthetic form itself. This alternative 

itself is the novel form and the value of the literary text. Hence, the novel is a form that is 
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capable of showing not only the value of the human being, but also dignity and honor that are 

both fundamental. Coetzee’s novel endorses a different kind of reading not only of the form 

of the novel, but also of the human. The wrong approach in reading and interpretation is 

reading suspiciously as Felski (2015) argues, dismantling the work of art, and claiming it is 

saying something it is not. Coetzee is offering a reading that strips away the confines of 

hermeneutics and theory to in fact, read the “thing itself” as it is.  
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