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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文摘要 

論文名稱：語言與後殖民主體：J.M.柯慈《屈辱》中的權力倒轉 

指導教授：陳音頤 教授 

研究生：林俞君 

論文摘要內容： 

 主體性的脆弱一直是當代學界關注的重要議題之一。在《屈辱》中，柯慈

不以人文主義向來由精神、靈魂的角度討論主體，反而以單一肉身、或肉身群

體的角度出發討論暴力如何展現，小小的暴力如何演變為巨大的精神暴力。小

說以生冷的筆調描繪肉身的困境，呈現南非種族隔離政策解除後，政治情境表

面的和平之下隱匿的憤怒。透過第一人稱自省式的敘述，讀者可以發現看似理

性的體制運作實則極度不理性，也埋藏許多不合情理之處。透過一場師生戀，

一夕之間，主角發現原來的權力關係早已面目全非。而主角本身是一位上了年

紀的白人教授，本身不合時宜的理念使他品嘗戲劇化的文化衝突。後半部主角

離開城市抵達未開發的黑人農莊，看似離開了過往，然而發生在女兒身上突如

其來的強暴實際上反映了大環境的不安。貫穿柯慈小說的始終都是國家暴力。

過往學者常將女性置之於被動且壓抑的位置討論這本小說。然而，筆者認為強

暴作為小說的子題，凸顯的還是國家以法律、規則形塑一個道德威權，以此教

育、強壓人民。而被動接納強暴，融入當地，確實是重新翻轉了西方的道德

觀。筆者試圖透過分析慾望與良知的關聯，從而反省西方理性陽剛的道德威

權。在充滿自然與非自然力量、暴力、鬼魅無所不在南非，主角得以從失去個

人力量的自我感中解放，並重新理解人性。 

 

關鍵字：J.M.柯慈、《屈辱》、慾望、道德、後殖民心境、權威  
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Abstract 

The fragile status of subjectivity has been a popular subject in modern society. 

Coetzee’s Disgrace, for instance, explores the predicament of the modern soul. The 

novel depicts a brutal image of social conflict, which contains the theme of rape, 

abuse of power and eventually the reversals of power. In Disgrace, Coetzee creates 

one of the egocentric and self-indulgent white male, who is the product of Western 

individualism in the post-apartheid South Africa. His conflict between the moral 

standard and conscience highlights the questionable effect of justice over the 

subordinates. I observe that Eros is the dominant force in terms of morality. Desire, 

far from being merely an impulse, suggest authenticity when confronting moral 

question. Hence, by exploring desires in a new light, the strong connection between 

desires and conscience is explicitly revealed. Chapter three will be a study of Lucy’s 

knowledge after being sexually colonized by her neighbors. I draw on a few scenes to 

discuss the Foucaldian power relationship that lies in the core of Lucy’s 

subordination. What’s more, Lucy’s attitude also indicates that justice is not the main 

concern for the victim. A peel to the false distribution of justice leads us further to 

reflect the truth if moral convention is merely grounded on recognition of 

responsibility in the system. I claim that it should be interpreted as a strategy for 

subverting the mainstream discourse of Western moralization. The aftermath of rape 

brings not just pain but also a source of isolated culture owned by the colonized 

character. By exploiting predator and victim stereotypes, Coetzee highlights the 

relative value of different ideologies, which is the blind spot of Western 

individualism. Chapter four will be a study of the post-apartheid culture in South 

Africa with an emphasis on body-and-soul relations. In all, I have tried to bring out 
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the merits of rape with a literary and philosophical approach. By depicting a wanderer 

in the inner sense, Coetzee intelligently enriches the meaning of Western 

individualism. A representation of personal violence reveals not the disruptiveness of 

the coherent moral structure but the enhanced rationalism that ultimately strike back 

the authority itself. 

Keywords: J.M.Coetzee; Disgrace; Eros; Desire; Moral; Post-colonial Psyche; 

Authority
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

J.M. Coetzee was born in Cape Town to an Afrikaner family. He is the 

descendant of the early Dutch immigrants to South Africa. Although having been the 

recipient of numerous awards such as Booker prizes throughout his career, Coetzee 

has also gained a reputation for avoiding publicity and award ceremonies. Besides 

publishing numerous fictions based on South Africa, Coetzee is also known as a cold 

and fastidious thinker and academic critic. Coetzee’s work often reflects the political 

development of South Africa, a country with which he retains strong emotional ties. 

In 2003, when Coetzee was announced to be the recipient of the Nobel Prize in 

literature, the Swedish Academy commended that he “in innumerable guises portrays 

the surprising involvement of the outsider.”1 He often creates his characters as well-

educated dissidents differentiated from the mob. However, the narrating voice often 

expresses a rather negative and dispiriting sentiment. It is difficult to make a definite 

conclusion of whether the attitude of his literary world is progressive or backward. To 

be sure, Coetzee does not intend to build up a hero standing out of difficult times nor 

does he intend to convey an optimistic, dynamic, and vital message to his readers. In 

Disgrace, the protagonist is made to believe that he is being abandoned by his times 

after the attack of the three intruders. Not until the novel reaches its climax does the 

protagonist merely sense that his daily life is kind of weird, to an extent that he 

believes something in his life is crumbling. People are living in an era, yet this era is 

gradually sinking into the darkness. During the time of post-apartheid, the old values 

                                                        
1 See https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2003/ 
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are collapsing, while the new order is developing. One of his strategies for the 

protagonist to keep his self-belief is to isolate himself from other people. As an 

English professor in the University of Cape Town, David Lurie does things in 

unequivocal terms before the catastrophes strikes on him. 

One of the writing strategies Coetzee favors is to explore the theme of the outcast 

through exploiting racist stereotypes. He chooses the form of straightforward 

description of colonial brutality, the savage, sexual violence, repression, the corrupted 

representation of Althusserian apparatus and the intensity between different power 

relations. It is through depicting violence that he is able to dig into and present the 

raw emotions he has found lacking in modern South African literature. In his award 

ceremony speech for the Jerusalem Prize, Coetzee stressed the limitations of art in 

South African society, whose structure had resulted in “deformed and stunted 

relations between human beings” and “a deformed and stunted inner life.” He went on 

to state that “South African literature is a literature in bondage. It is a less than fully 

human literature. It is exactly the kind of literature you would expect people to write 

in prison.”2  

Coetzee is strongly sensitive to the political power that his language will arouse. 

However, it is the language of politics that he finds repellent. As a result, Coetzee 

establishes the absolute priority of the raw materials of different ethnic presence over 

any existing political power and image. He registers the hatred, the barbarous, and the 

agony in the backdrop of his novels, which are all set during either the apartheid times 

between 1948 and 1994, or the imaginary times soon after the apartheid. Through 

depicting the high-heated racial conflict of South Africa and the attacks on 

                                                        
2 See “Coetzee, Getting prize, Denounces Apartheid.” The New York Times. 
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individuals, he has a way of cutting into the mentality of the outcast. In Life and 

Times of Michael K (1983), Michael K is the nomadic spirit, who resigns from his 

gardener job in Cape Town and carries his mother back to her hometown in Prince 

Albert, located in the Southern edge, during the imaginary civil war in the 1970s to 

1980s. All the way to the desolate farm in Prince Albert, Michael K repeats the cycle 

of being institutionalized by townspeople and the police and then fleeing from his 

work places. More than once Michael K is incorporated into the labor force under the 

authority of residual colonial power. After sixteen years, when South Africa has 

already canceled its Apartheid policy, Coetzee writes another book, which also 

concerns the outcast of the times, namely Disgrace (1999). This time, Coetzee 

focuses on the privileged white characters who are distinguished from the socially 

marginalized Michael K, with his black identity and physical deformity. Coetzee 

seems to say that both the two ethnic groups are the victims of its own state power for 

different reasons. Represented as a post-colonial subject, white characters as well as 

black characters are forced to abandon their original identity and take on the new one.  

General Reception of Coetzee and His Novels 

Coetzee is highly controversial both for his position as a writer and for his books 

due to their volatile nature. In fact, his works often portray the two opponents within 

the main battlefield, the diverse attitudes of the external world and his own country. 

Awarded Nobel Prize and two Booker Prizes for Life and Times of Michael K (1983) 

and Disgrace (1999), Coetzee is internationally acclaimed around the English 

speaking world. Yet his books do not necessarily catch as much attention at his home 

as in foreign countries. None of his literary colleagues such as Nadine Gordimer has 

aroused such great dispute as him.  

The first controversial point lies in the debate over whether he belongs to the 
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category of “South African writer.” It seems that being regarded as a “South African 

novelist” is a trap for any native South African who wishes to provide different voices 

and a literary reality that is beyond the political and the regional. Undoubtedly, South 

Africa is his hometown. Yet his own people do not consider his novels regional 

literature, or as representative canon for the cultural development of South Africa. The 

second issue lies in the description of his novels, particularly Disgrace, which is 

considered to be racist by the native people. Coetzee had a clash with the ruling 

African National Congress over his novel Disgrace, after which he left South Africa. 

He received hardly more supportive response from his literary colleagues. Nadine 

Gordimer said in an interview in Johannesburg in 2006, “I find it difficult to believe, 

indeed more than difficult, having lived here all my life and being part of everything 

that has happened here, that the black family protects the rapist because he is one of 

them.” She went on to say, “if that is the only truth he could find in the post-apartheid 

South Africa, I regretted this very much for him.”3 However, other critics from the 

English-speaking countries do not agree. Scholars read it as a novel of cultural 

differences, which provides a resourceful background for exploration. I believe that 

the writer is not supposed to solve existing political problem, but to display real 

social, historical, and psychic predicaments. Even Coetzee denies making realism his 

art form. To put it simply, both Coetzee and his novels have multiple identities and 

remain unsettling. 

Plot Analysis 

This thesis focuses on Disgrace, where J.M. Coetzee creates one of the most 

representative egocentric and self-indulgent white male characters. As the story 

                                                        
3 See “Out of South Africa.” The New York Times. 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900778

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

5 
 

begins, the English professor at the Technical University of Cape Town, David Lurie, 

is rejected by the exotic prostitute, Soraya, after he sees her on the street with her two 

children. Deeply affected by such rejection, David turns to pick on another substitute 

for Soraya in his rendezvous. He looks upon Melanie Isaacs, a student in his 

Romantic poetry class. When Melanie cannot stand the pressure of their affair and 

refuses to take the test, David forges her grade. The affair is revealed and he is 

summoned before a committee of inquiry. He is willing to plead guilty to the charges, 

but refuses to issue a statement in the spirit of repentance. The committee decides that 

they could not pardon him and asks him to leave on the grounds of forgery, abuse of 

power and sexual harassment.  

Having made up his mind, David retreats to his daughter Lucy’s smallholding, 

which is some miles outside the town of Salem. Born in an intellectually alive family 

in Cape Town, Lucy chooses to be a young emigrant to the bare and wild land in the 

countryside. The plot indicates that she is a lesbian. In her twenties, Lucy dignifies 

her independence with her peasant lifestyle. She has an assistant and a co-proprietor 

named Petrus. Prepared to settling for a while, David starts doing volunteering job at 

Bev’s animal shelter. In fact, what Bev is actually doing is putting unwanted animals 

down. Spoiled by the city and English culture and imperialism, David shows disdain 

toward Lucy’s rural lifestyle and to what her friends are doing. He considers Bev’s 

community service job pretentious because yielding to it seemly means that he is 

making compensation for his misdeed. Luckily, Lucy still convinces her father to give 

Bev a hand. Witty as she is, Lucy is able to respond nimbly to her father’s hubris and 

outrageous opinions, which gradually softens that hard spot in David’s mind.  

Just as life begins to come back on track, a disastrous fate strikes on them: three 

unknown black men break into their house, set him on fire, shoot all the dogs in the 
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cage, and gang-rape Lucy. They drive off in David’s car and are never caught. Lucy 

gets pregnant by one of the rapists. Even worse, it turns out that a retarded adolescent 

who has joined in the crime is Petrus’s kinsman. David pressures her to press the 

charge and leave this area. Before the attack happens, David believed guilt should not 

be the concern of public affairs, which is why he refuses to give a sincere statement in 

the previous sexual harassment incident. However, the brutality of the savages 

suddenly justifies every attempt of retribution and violence. He looks forward to 

justice from the state authority. Lucy, on the other hand, becomes apathetic after the 

attack. Ignoring David’s suggestion, she insists on reconstructing her farm rather than 

moving to Europe. The catastrophe further aggravates Lucy’s insensitivity and 

aphasia. Lucy refuses to give a full account of the circumstances to the police or 

translate her experience to her father. She decides to stay in the farm and accept 

Petrus’ proposal of marriage in exchange for protection by Petrus’s family.  

David goes back to town, and finds his apartment has been broken into during 

his long absence. Later, he attempts to apologize to Melanie’s father but finds himself 

again attracted to Melanie’s younger sister. In the end, he returns to Lucy’s farm and 

works with Bev Shaw. He has been keeping a crippled stray dog away from 

euthanasia, but he decides to “give him up” at last. 

This novel treats many complicated issues such as rape, violence, abuse of 

power, authority, public and private area, cultural conflict, etc. The storyline has a 

clear boundary according to the timeline. In the beginning, it is set in the campus and 

city, and then shifts to the countryside in the middle. The chief questions posed in the 

novel are: firstly, why do both storylines start with rape and end up with rape? Does 

teacher-and-student affair count as a public issue? Melanie is above twenty years old, 

an age that can no longer be seen as “Lolita.” Why does the affair arouse so much 
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dispute? What really provokes people? What do people expect of a professor? How 

does the shift of social position after what happens to his daughter change Lurie’s 

condition? How does the shift of situation bring change to his perspective? Will the 

two rapes arouse different reactions from people? Why? How do the incidents 

challenge morality? Why does Lucy keep silent? What kind of revelation does Lucy 

have after the disaster? What is the difference between subjugation and slavery? 

These questions will be the focus of analysis in my thesis. 

Literature Review  

Basically, Disgrace is considered as cosmopolitan literature rather than regional 

literature, which retains an perpetual allure to scholars. Scholarship on the novel has 

often covered issues such as apartheid, postcolonialism, racism, feminism, desire, 

death, and subjectivity. The discussion of postcolonialism can be subdivided into 

colonial guilt, white anxieties, national hysteria, and colonial horror fantasies. 

According to Clive Barnett’s “Construction of Apartheid” (the second author is 

Coetzee himself), Disgrace is so popular in the research field because it helps the 

West to construct the world of apartheid and proceed on developing a moral critique, 

making it universally intelligible to non-African readers in an era of globalization. 

Barnett argues that this moralization is an attempt of negotiating the space between 

the West and South Africa during apartheid (Barnett 290).  

Such a cosmopolitan view depends upon familiar representation of the relations 

between the isolated territory (South Africa) and the international area. However, the 

political narratives, which rely on origins of postcolonialism studies, have reached a 

degree of saturation. Recently, the emerging discourse of postcolonialism diverts its 

direction with much more cultural practices. Critics like Derek Attridge, David 

Attwell have already pointed out that a process of intellectual colonization is ongoing, 
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which leads to unsolved problems of racial conflict. Still, what exactly constitutes the 

forces behind the unspeakable and the unconscious needs more detailed analysis. 

 In Disgrace, both white people and black people are overwhelmed by some 

kinds of forces or power. In “Age of Bronze, State of Grace,” Attridge claims that the 

protagonist is “overmastered by a power that exceeds and interrupts the 

rationalization of his age” (Attridge 117). This thesis takes the view that the black 

culture affecting the black characters in the novel is also dominated by an 

overwhelming natural, or supernatural force, a force that often takes the form of 

brutality. I would like to argue that such brutality serves as a subversive power that 

disrupts the creed of individualism long cherished by the white culture and white 

characters like Lurie and his academic colleagues. This link between the theme of 

postcolonial mentality and the cognitive conflict of individualism has not been 

explored by critics. By cognitive conflict of individualism, I mean when one insists on 

practicing individualism in all aspects, he will certainly come to contradict its own 

logic. Forceful individualism, represented by the white Europeans, clashes with the 

native black culture of clan and family in South African society, and adds to the 

conflict in the novel.  

In Lucy Valerie Graham’s frequently cited paper, she argues that Disgrace 

performs a subversion of “black peril” narratives, even with its explicit exposure of 

“black peril” stereotypes (Graham 433). The first aspect of this topic is about the 

relation between sexual colonization and colonial mapping. In fact, David’s history of 

desiring exotic female indicates the residue of “white peril” that prevails under 

colonialism, which is also related to South African pastoral mode that frequently 

occurs in white writing. Pastoral life has been regarded as utopia in post-colonial 

literature. Graham argues that Disgrace is anti-pastoral since it exposes the 
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appropriation of female body and land in pastoral narratives. Therefore, she interprets 

Lucy’s refusal to report the crime as an extreme refusal to play a part in colonial 

context. The second aspect of “white peril” pertains to the issues of rape and its 

representations over the history of Western literature. Graham emphasizes the way in 

which poetic language is used transform the abuse and desire into something 

acceptable from a humanitarian view, misleading reader to overlook the seriousness 

of rape. She believes this is a writing of disgrace, bringing readers emotionally and 

mentally involved in the crime scene. This is not only exploiting the female, but also 

perversely appropriates the value of literature. Such writing device is obvious in 

Disgrace that it brings conflict into the interaction between David and Melanie.  

Graham criticizes both Attridge and Albert du Toit’s view of seeing their 

relationship as an “affair.” In fact, Coetzee, as Graham points out, shows his 

awareness of the moral complexity of representing sexual violence (Graham 441). In 

my opinion, Coetzee approaches the theme of rape the other way round. In the novel, 

Coetzee makes David Lurie, the “focaliser” of the story as well as a privileged 

English professor, half-intentionally demonstrate this seductive power of literary 

representations in the scene which he seduces Melanie. It is notable that Coetzee does 

not describe rape and seduction in the form of art. Instead, he describes a scenario in 

which David masters and treats Melanie with the art of poetic language during the 

whole process of seduction. In this way, he creates a distance between the scene of 

seduction and the reader. While other writers compose sexual violence into a 

sympathetic and exciting literary piece, Coetzee demystifies the atrocity, restoring the 

site of suffering, and turns it into philosophical project. By uniting the aesthetic and 

the ethical, as Graham claims, Coetzee dissolves the clear boundaries of identity 

between David and the men who rape Lucy. 
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In “Reading the Unspeakable” Graham points out the disgrace of narratives in 

the context of colonialism, which includes only male perspective. She claims that 

even though Lucy exhibits the power to withhold her story, it does not empower her 

but only means that her story belongs to the rapists. The predicament of Melanie and 

Lucy shows to a historical circumstance where female are not encouraged to 

articulate, and thus, as Graham argues, collude with perpetrators. Body violates 

another body; the male-authorized texts, or the rapist’s story, violates another soul. To 

take a step further, moral ambivalence of the male author is caught in his 

representations of subjectivity and masculinity (Graham 441), which is displayed by 

the conceited protagonist.  

However, there are two points I find doubtful in Graham’s paper. The first one is 

her interpretation about the representation of Melanie as a victim. Of course, if the 

story is focalized through the rapist, then the violation is presented luridly and 

unevenly. However, there are times when Lurie thinks he and Melanie are real couple. 

He describes the intercourse as “not quite” rape, but for her part “undesired to the 

core.” At this time, the narrative’s viewpoint seems to be located outside of Lurie, 

which indicates that the narrative voice and the focaliser can be distanced. Lurie 

shows no absolute unawareness of Melanie’s undesirability and he acknowledges that 

he cannot control everything. The only thing he can control is her attendance and 

grade, which latter serves as powerful proof for his crime. Melanie stands in the 

socially inferior position and does not give an account for her part. Yet, this does not 

mean she is the victim. Lurie is the one punished by Althusserian apparatus. What’s 

more, due to his high social status, he receives heavier penalty. In Disgrace, the 

seemly powerful and privileged character suffered under political power. It is also 

noteworthy that Lurie’s account in the inquiry is not helpful at all. He is not 
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condemned for rape but for abusing his power. Moreover, it does not mean that the 

socially vulnerable individual, or the helpless, will not profit from Althusserian 

apparatus. Melanie, standing in the inferior position, possess the right to claim for 

redemption from Lurie. The victim is protected by Althusserian apparatus while the 

rapist is punished. As a result, the absence of the victim’s statement does not 

necessarily collude with the perpetrator. Neither the rapist nor the victim dominate the 

narratives in the case of Lurie and Melanie.  

As Jeffery Cass observes in his essay, “Rape as Debt: The Incineration of 

Romanticism,” the issue of rape is actually displayed as a trigger to challenge white 

hegemony and establish new orders in post-apartheid South Africa. Cass points out 

that, for half of his life, Lurie has lived a life removed from the racial politics and 

cultural transformation in contemporary South Africa. His debased role as a 

“Communications” professor and his lately academic publications about opera, vision 

as Eros, and Wordsworth all mark him as socially and culturally alienated. He tries to 

accomplish his escape through literature and physically through many affairs with 

women. Lurie becomes a sexual profligate after seeing the presences of Soraya’s 

children. Prostitute and exotic women provide him with physical indulgence and 

spiritual exile so he can get rid of the burden of reality. Cass argues that the desire to 

escape becomes his emotional and ideological motivation. It is his fierce desire for the 

Other, referring to Melanie, whom is vaguely Orientalized in Coetzee’s description of 

her, provokes Lurie’s university, as a capitalist enterprise. Therefore, Lurie appears 

almost “heroic” in saying no to the State’s representatives. However, the country does 

not allow him to pursue the impulsive and his Romantic ideas because he must adjust 

his Romantic sensibilities to match the actual landscape and cultural environment. 

The aftermath of the attack compels Lurie to deal with the reality, from which he has 
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been escaping. Both realities is trying to modify and regulate his freedom of mind. 

Cass argues what truly fascinates is the “response” to Lucy’s rape because all the 

social, political, and cultural implications suggest the reversals of power in white and 

black context. That Lucy decides to marry Petrus, despite her lesbian identity, 

“confirms the integration of Lurie and Lucy’s sexual otherness within the new 

paradigm”. (41) Cass states that it is disturbing to see Lucy regards rape as debt to 

stay in Africa and that rape is naturalized and rationally reconstructed. For Lucy’s 

part, Lurie is no longer the paternal guide because the norms paternal guide is 

grounded has shifted. In the anti-Romanticism land, Lurie, “orientalizing himself as 

harijan” (42), finds no productive way of giving himself to the world but servicing 

only the dead. The shift of social status helps Lurie to find his new identity, which he 

once fails to accomplish in the mainstream annoyance of Cape Town, in the 

tumultuous black society. For Cass, Lurie literally incinerates his Romantic 

proclivities in the re-colonized land, where there is “no existential maturation, no 

modified grace, no sadder-but-wiser insight” (43), but “the bitter end of Romantic 

sublime” (43). 

Chapter Organization 

These are some of the issues I would explore in this thesis. In the first part of 

Chapter Two, I will first elucidate what are the representations of individualism when 

Lurie is dealing with his troubles at university, where some people see his affair as 

rape or crime, and also what is his response to his daughter’s rape. As a product of 

Western individualism, Lurie finds himself running into the similar fate of Oedipus, 

for he appears to be heroic when he stands up against the moral surveillance of the 

jury, but is hit back on the face when he moves to Lucy’s smallholding and finds 

individualism no longer works. His own standard of thinking and dealing with matters 
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cannot adjust to the clan-based black culture. Lurie is not only individualistic but also 

an outcast during the rise of multiculturalism and neo-capitalism. Therefore, I attempt 

to trace the reasons of what might cause oneself to lose force and initiative in post-

apartheid South Africa. Though appearing to be remarkably aloof and tacit, he is 

intrinsically a symbol of defeated masculinity. Why does Lurie feel frustrated in the 

beginning of Disgrace? Why is he feeling unwanted by his times? After undergoing a 

series of frustrations, he indulges himself in sexual adventures. He is thoroughly a 

man of Romanticism, looking forward to Romantic ideologies such as redemption. 

What is the motivation for an individual to commit a forbidden act? His new role as 

“communications” professor has debased his character. How does disgrace link to his 

identity? Lurie does not simply indulge in the short-lived pleasure of sexual crime. 

The desire to escape from reality is precisely why he indulges himself into sexual 

adventures, hoping that he could unite the distorted inner self with outer reality. The 

frustration of reality leads him to further pursuing other desires such as physical 

desire and imagining a life that follows his ideology.  

The second part of Chapter Two will rely on the cognitive conflict of 

individualism. The chief questions posed in the novel of this section are: through the 

act of rationalization, people are able to construct their own identity. Writing in the 

first person perspective, however, Lurie does not successfully develop knowledge 

about himself and his world through connecting and organizing the incidents and his 

thoughts. In the vein of social position to identity forming, he finds he is unable to 

imagine the position of Lucy, whom represents the creation of transcultural forms. 

Why does individualism clash with South African society? How is male identity 

presented as a representation of Western cultural hegemony? Paradoxically, Lurie has 

to forfeit his identity by withdrawing from his academic position, shifting to that of 
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dog-man, in order to build a new identity in the country. When Lurie finds that Petrus 

plays ambiguously the role of accomplice in Lucy’s rape, after trailing evidence like a 

detective, he discovers it is impossible to punish him by law. The novel portraits, 

ironically, the aspect of which all rationalization of the materials one uses to 

understand the world will in fact mislead him. Strongly affected by social position and 

cultural background, he finds that rationalization and sympathy cannot help a person 

to figure out his reality. Inspired by Mike Marais’s paper, in which removal from 

one’s position helps to recognize the Other, I attempt to explore the narratives of 

epistemology of identity forming in order to find an answer to the dilemma of 

individualism and rationalization presented in the novel.  

Finally, this section will deal with the meaning of existence. The emptiness of 

human relationships prompts Lurie to search for the truth of humanity in sexual 

experience. Living in an extremely racialized society, he suffers from psychological 

impotence derived from frustration and restriction in human relationship. Lurie’s 

unconscious desire to know more about Soraya is relentlessly rejected by her. Thus, 

he uses other exotic women to substitute the hollow Soraya left. He thinks he is being 

honest to himself and his pursuing his earnings, but it is a hallucination. Soraya 

remains forever elusive. His defeated mental state is reflected in his class where he 

keeps educating students, Lucy, and the committee of inquiry about the concept of 

Eros and desire. What’s more, there is a particular paragraph about the impulsive 

affair between Lurie and Melanie which indicates Melanie’s secretive appetite for 

sexual experience (29). The raw emotions that lurks in the shadows of her silence and 

resistance seems to suggest that it is not simply rape or scandal but perhaps a longing 

for otherness. Under the cruel political environment, an individual does not own the 

freedom to speak and act. Hence, the novel poses the question: should you fight for 
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your values or not? This part will also elucidate the question why Lurie flees to his 

affair with Melanie. In what way does the affair comfort him? In the second half of 

Disgrace, Coetzee portraits actual fierce violence in the transcultural society, which 

serves as a contrast from the rather peaceful, superficial farce in university. The novel 

is not only trying to expose the conflict between individual and state, but also the dark 

sides of multicultural (symbolized by Cape Town) and transcultural society 

(symbolized by the country). 

Chapter Three will articulate how Lucy’s attitude toward rape represents the 

different cultural background of the native clan and family black culture. While Lurie 

claims to practice his individualistic idea and vision, Lucy expresses the values and 

ideas of South African native culture, which is not to rely on concepts or moral 

judgement. Through analyzing images such as field labor, bodily experience, 

pregnancy, the materiality of dwelling on the land, and euthanasia of unwanted 

animals, I intend to build up the native black culture of the country, a culture of 

savage brutality. In Disgrace, Lucy rejects to do as Lurie says, by resolving the crime 

through political routes and state invention. She does not regard rape as historical 

vengeance that merely affects Europeans, but perhaps anyone who decides to inhabit 

here forever. The purpose of the novel is not to replicate and reinforce racial 

stereotypes, any racialized social structure or economics, or even mock black culture, 

although it is very possible to provoke misunderstanding with the astonishing plot of a 

black family protecting the rapist because he is one of them. It seems like rape is not 

the main issue Coetzee wishes to emphasize in Disgrace. In fact, rape is a trigger that 

reveals the conflict among different minds of people. To push the idea to an extreme, 

it is merely an act of breeding in the context of native black culture, which belongs to 

part of the nature. Therefore, this section aims to illustrate how violence, or perhaps 
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another greater natural force, dominates this land and propels the storyline.  

Furthermore, this part will delve into the relationship between Lurie and Lucy. If 

Lurie represents individualism and self-realization, then Lucy embodies the idea of 

collectivism or even traditional African culture. The motives of individualism is a 

rather obvious phenomenon to observe and understand, especially in the first person 

writing, while that of collectivism remains unintelligible for anyone living in any 

particular times. The conflict between them epitomizes the conflict of individualism 

and native culture. In fact, individualism is the product of materialism and city life. It 

comes only after a certain degree of cultural and material development. However, the 

early European immigrants colonized the land and forced their own culture on the 

African land, replacing its primitive culture, regardless of the discrepancy of 

linguistic, historical and cultural background. After the apartheid policy was 

abolished, black people have re-dominated the landscape, starting to gain back their 

force and culture. As a young immigrant, Lucy accepts the restoration of such culture, 

which is more natural. Moreover, her pragmatism and pastoral settlement highlight 

the unrealistic aspect of Lurie. The bare and desolate landscape pushes Lurie to face 

the reality. The attack and the pastoral life have shaken his Romantic imagination, 

pure ideas, and his archetypes of the mind, which implies a reversal of power.  

The second part of Chapter Three will focus on the awakening of Lurie, which is 

inspired by Lucy’s influence and the natural rhythms of the farm. Orientalized himself 

as harijan (146), Lurie shows some striking change of his attitude. His world no 

longer includes only his sexual fantasies but also the existence of other people, Lucy, 

Melanie, Melanie’s father, Petrus, and the attackers. Lurie does not try to escape from 

reality again, but learn to adapt to it in the frame of passivity. The first step will be to 

elucidate how Lucy embodies Coetzee’s own worldview and moral critique. Within 
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Lucy’s mind, rape has been naturalized and rationally constructed, perfectly adapted 

to the native culture. Lucy is, metaphorically speaking, an outsider, who does not live 

within the social norms of Western culture, because, normally, a person who suffers 

from sexual violence is very likely to go through nervous breakdown. However, Lucy 

refuses to call the three perpetrators “her rapists.” This aspect of her is too disturbing 

and frightening that it remains unintelligible to critics and readers. However, this 

aspect confirms to me the idea that Lucy does not only represents herself, the site of a 

violated mental, but perhaps a thinking, or a vision, of a larger scope of social 

reformation. Through analyzing Lucy as a hybrid of different consciousness and 

cultures, I attempt to cut through and interpret the fragile state of subjectivity of Lurie. 

Having no choice but to accept her decision, Lurie is able connect to landscape and 

culture of the black farm. What’s more, it also helps him to transform from a merely 

degenerated sexual slave to a person awakening to the wider social and historical field 

of post-apartheid South Africa. Due to the disturbing attack, Lurie and Lucy are able 

to bring into relief all the inconsistency in their relationship. After the rape of his 

daughter, Lurie understands how people lose humanity; hence, he understands how to 

preserve humanity. 

Chapter Four will be my own critique of the worldview of Disgrace and its 

values and lacks. This part will delve into these questions. What are the limits of the 

worldview of Disgrace? What does it exclude? The novel is about the conflict 

between individualism and the new order of post-colonial Africa. Within the 

imagination of Lurie, there is an invisible state power that tries to regulate and control 

him. Those seemingly heroically struggling to resist such power add conflict to the 

racial and social issues on the farm. Is it possible that the systematic problems and the 

violence of social system constructed in Disgrace is the creation of a fragile and 
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vulnerable mind who forgets the reality of outer world and the existence of others? 

Possibly a man as narrow minded as him should think Lucy’s rape is an act of 

vengeance for history’s sake, just as he regards the atrocity that falls on him is 

systematic persecution. His individualistic concerns lead to his own hubris and 

ignorance of secular law, which explains why he imputes his fault to society and 

social structure. Lucy, on the other hand, expresses a more solid, realistic, and earthly 

attitude. Perhaps the disgrace Coetzee wants to point out is the disgrace of writing that 

is generated from a corrupted mind. The intention of his rhetoric is not to build up the 

truth but merely justify his desire of abusing other women. It is implied in Disgrace 

that Lurie imagines himself as an incarnation of Byron, who as a Romantic hero has 

probably “forced himself upon” many girls in his lifetime. Therefore, Coetzee seems 

to indicate that writing is in fact an approach to resolve one’s sorrow of being 

abandoned by his times, and to contextualize, naturalize, and rationalize desire, 

anxiety, and fear of his own death.  
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Chapter 2 

Desires 

Lurie’s repulsive romantic sublimation is an unrealistic attempt to adapt to the 

new environment of his society. Lurie is set to be an aging protagonist who is no 

longer desirable in the arena of love. Through his relationship with Melanie, a symbol 

of relatively desirable Lolita, he is able to comfort his anxiety of existence. But there 

is a sense of disgrace that lies in the core of his romanticized identity. Disgrace, which 

comes through a series of repulsive inhibited actions to go against the moral 

convention and habitual conventions, is a disguise of narcissism. In the committee of 

inquiry, he claims that he is just being true to his emotions so he acts according to his 

nature like an active person. It turns out that Melanie serves as the scapegoat in 

Lurie’s own story. Melanie and Soraya share similar portrait; for instance, they both 

are of foreign descent. After being rejected by Soraya, Lurie picks up Melanie as her 

substitute who does not have the power to reject him, and is too young to know how 

to deal with him. Rather than driven by the Eros, Lurie is more likely to be provoked 

by the desire to know the unknown. He has no idea, why, a respectable man as him, as 

he claims, who is totally capable of keeping her secret safe (6), would receive such 

cold response from Soraya. Though he proves how he has destroyed Melanie’s school 

life afterwards. Therefore, I think he is just being a pure hedonist in terms of the 

spiritual field. Contradictory to what he claim assertively (the right of Eros) in front of 

the inquiry, he said “the company of women made of him a lover of women and, to an 

extent, a womanizer” (7). Women is a means for him to reassure of his magnetism and 

masculinity. I argue that he is psychologically impotent, immersing in erotic 

compensation because he makes women as a means to make himself visible, younger, 

stronger, and capable. Yet the truth is the only woman Lurie sees regularly is his 
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favorite prostitute. That is the only constant and stable relationship he could maintain 

with woman in his private life. Nevertheless, he believes in his masculinity and his 

power to give her whatever she needs.  

Vanity is the dizziness of masculinity. The novel points out that Lurie’s fear of 

circumcision is the reason why he refuses conceding to moral convention and his 

emphasis on conceptual opposition of secular standard. If the moral convention 

prefers sense, then he chooses sensuality. If the morals emphasize good, moralistic, 

convention, and benevolent, then he praises evil, rude, deviation, and violent. A fear 

of growing old urges him to prove his autonomy and therefore intensifies his out-of-

time opinions, poisoning his original political and ideological authority.  

Coetzee’s scholars have focused on the absence of Melanie’s account and Lurie’s 

irresponsibility of dealing the aftermath. However, few notice the significance of his 

full acceptance of Melanie’s allegations. He does not wish to read Melanie’s 

statement, but acknowledge whatever she indicts him for in it. Why? What is in that 

attitude of alienation? Is it because he is disdainful to the allegations? I don’t think so. 

If he revise some of the parts in the complaint, inevitably, such act will be interpreted 

as defending himself. Today he chooses not to read it, what he is really saying is that 

he does not care about what other people think. He does not care about other people’s 

thoughts. But if he does not care about other people’s thoughts, why does he care so 

much about his incompetence in changing other people’s thoughts? Since he finds out 

that no matter which path he has taken, his reputation will be ruined, he decides to 

take an even higher (in his own sense), a more arrogant ground. I think it is an 

interesting attitude worthy of discussion. And he refuses to state his position as the 

committee ask him. Therefore, in the end he leaves the university as a declaration of 

not admitting anything---what he has done before and how other people judge him. 
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He is indeed a very arrogant person. He does not want to revise anything in Melanie’s 

allegation because he does not want to make it like explaining himself. The only thing 

he cares is his reputation, his absolute dignity. There is a contradiction in his attitudes 

before and after he leaves the school because of the factor of time. Like all the other 

Greek tragedy, the tragic flaw of the protagonist is his vanity. As an English professor, 

Lurie is aware of his “self-righteousness” and “wrong spirit” (47) while dealing with 

the public. When the allegation came out and he is asked to attend the public inquiry, 

he behaves overly spiritual.  

Lurie argues that other people misinterpret himself and his intention, but what is 

the purpose of reading him correctly? For what reasons? In my opinion, those who 

regard spiritual life most important and perhaps got a philosophical mysophobia as 

well will inevitably like good-looking people. In other words, people who pursue 

inner beauty also have higher standards for physical beauty, because they just fond of 

beauties and will seek them in everywhere, in every kind of form. A lover of beauty: 

this is a key word to understand Lurie and its pertinence to his vanity and his 

identification. This can explains Lurie’s mysterious fascination for Melanie Isaacs, 

even though she does not display any academic excellance or any talent and taste in 

art, and his irrational abhorrence for Bev, the unattractive one, and her work. So on 

what grounds does Lurie criticizes the judegment of others and the allegations of 

rape? I want to contend that Lurie is criticsizing others according to his moral 

standards. What’s more, the target he is aiming at is the aesthetic defects in moral 

convention in which he finds no erotic pleasure and beauty. To put it differently, rather 

than saying that Lurie wants to preserve his innocence, I would say he is defending 

his aesthetics, which proceeds to defend for his identity. His aesthetics precedes his 

sense of guilt and serves as a means of consolidations of the protagonist’s sense of 
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self.  

In the novel, Coetzee describes the component members of committee and 

emphasizes that “the body here gathered has no powers. All it can do is to make 

recommendations. Furthermore, you have the right to challenge its makeup” (47). The 

chairman assures Lurie that “it is not a trial but an inquiry. Our rules of procedure are 

not those of a law court” (48). The committee has no judicial power because it is 

operated under the administrative law of the university. However, since it is merely 

supported by administrative law, it magnifies Lurie’s vanity. There will not be a crime 

record. His arrogance can support him all the way through these charges. If he were 

put in trial by the country, perhaps he would have taken the responsibility of 

defending himself in front of the court more seriously. By then, self-defense should 

not be a free choice but an obligation of all citizens. Lurie says “I am sure the 

members of this committee have better things to do with their time than rehash a story 

over which there will be no dispute, I plead guilty to both charges” (48). He admits 

the two charges because the price seems affordable for him now. Instead of 

responding to the story of Other, he weaves luxuriously his own story. Lurie’s 

perception of individualism is to set his reputation as priority of all dealings. Even 

though the protagonist volunteerily abandons his position, his privilege, and gives up 

taking procedure to protect himself, he does not actually “do something” to 

compensate for the dramatic change of the victim’s life. In this sense, a moral 

misgiving is displayed: the reinforcement to the singular delineation of the story and 

the result that is based on the assumption of the traumatic experience of Melanie. 

Besides the reason for him to accept the crime but not the fault, there is one reason he 

cannot yield. If he acknowledges his own fault, it might turns out that he cannot 

forgive himself. In other words, he cannot make himself accept it. Admitting his own 
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fault is extremely difficult for an arrogant person, or for any person. Conversely, it is 

because Lurie is unable to compromise himself to society or condescend himself to 

give an explanation that proves his arrogance.  

Lurie acknowledges all the allegations addressed by others, however, he refuses 

to acknowledge his guilt. His stance is empowered by his superior position as well as 

the utilitarianism of judicial system. Due to his romantic and narcissistic way of self-

rationalization, Lurie presents the empowered status of subjectivity of self-defense 

rhetoric to narcisscism and the obsessive dream of sexual criminal (rapist). In the 

beginning, he does not wish to challenge moral convention that he tells Melanie 

“don’t make the situation more complicated than it need be” (35). The responsibilities 

(35) demanded by Lurie is to him, but not to herself. To be more precisely, the object 

of resonsibilities is the position of professor and the law system. Therefore, it is hard 

to regard the matter as his exploitation of the girl because the apparatus is the one who 

is exploiting. He tries to keep the affair within boundries just as Soraya does before. 

Staying in a superior position, he exercises his power to conceal his misdeeds as he 

tells Melanie to take the test and falsify her attendance and grade. Yet for the public, 

both the attendance and the grade cannot prove that they truly have affair, or that 

Lurie does rape Melanie. It merely manifest the circumstance that Lurie is fully 

awared of his position. On the other hand, it does not attest that Lurie has transgressed 

any moral convention simply because he falsifies her grade. Therefore, Coetzee 

questions the role the law plays in terms of maintaining justice and morality. The law 

proves that the professor abuse his power, but does not prove him a rapist. What is 

happening is given the name as “disgraceful relationship and adultery” or “abusing 

power illegally and sexual harrassment,” yet either case does literally tackle on the 

traumatic experience and the moral dysfunctional aspect caused by rape. What kind of 
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dysfunctional effect does rape cause to an individual? In the novel, the discourse of 

the traumatic mentality is highlighted and embodied by Lucy, whose aphasia and 

silence appears as a quiet resistace to the “humanitarian,” effective, and “humanized” 

discourse of society. The dehumanized calamity is neutralized and naturalized through 

the humanized discourse of social convention as well as Lurie’s own narcissistic 

discourse.  

The crime does not bring light to the raw emotions of victimized personas or 

restore the crime spot, instead, it exposes the narcissistic rationalization of the rapists. 

The substance of violence is replaced by the concept of Eros in Lurie’s case. By 

violence, I mean a great deal of energy that is forced upon another individual through 

any irrational means, resulting in the dysfunctions of human relationships. However, 

the act of violence and its energy is hard to find its symbolic meaning due to its 

destructive essence. If violence plays a dominant role in the cultural map in the novel 

and brings the scenario change of the farm, what kind of symbolism does it present in 

the psychological structure of the traumatized protagonist? In the vein of social 

justice, neither Lurie nor the three black men intend to make “real” transgression to 

moral convention and social form. While infringing the boundaries, Lurie is still able 

to keep his position, a priviledge whereby he fuels his vanity and narcissictic identity. 

By incorporating the force of otherness, Lurie indulges in another form of adventure 

without really set himself on exile from the society he lives. The dramatization of the 

exploitation is a testimony to the indulgence of personal power. Manifested by the 

three black rapists, the law violators believes they are on the top of power relations. 

They are the law “executors”. According to Lucy, “But isn't there another way of 

looking at it, David? What if…what if that is the price one has to pay for staying on? 

Perhaps that is how they look at it; perhaps that is how I should look at it too. They 
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see me as owing something. They see themselves as debt collectors, tax collectors. 

Why should I be allowed to live here without paying? Perhaps that is what they tell 

themselves” (158). In other words, the rapists break the norm of non-violation based 

on a cognition that the society will always be on their side: they are of higher human 

species, or at least, they are killing people for good reasons. They transcend normal 

people through violating the rule and not being fully punished. Rapists will not be 

excluded from the society, the woman will.  

Rape as a Means of Fierce Transformation 

The accident marks the dysfunction of previous serene pastoral life and creates a 

tremendous reformation of the living state. In the novel, Coetzee indicates that 

personal brutality is led by the cosmos---the force of the collective unconscious that 

urges for fierce change. The sexual violators aim to force a change to the appearance 

of society and the form of life. At least, it is clearly operated in the pastoral culture of 

Lucy’s circumstance: sexual crime is not a big deal. What the rapists expect is the 

right of outrageous desires allowed by society, that is, they are waiting for 

recognition. The privilege to sexual violation brings pure self-satisfaction to the level 

of social appeal. In the novel, the phenomenon is presented by Petrus’ family, which is 

the integration of the pervert, rapist, and polygyny. Family is whereby rapists obtain 

their shelter, escaping from the punishment of the country. Fully aware of such 

irrational power of the community, Lucy sacrifices her individuality in order to go 

with the flow.  

Since the interrogation of the university involves the question of justice, the 

conflict between Lurie’s romantic reasoning of defense and the moral judgments of 

others highlights a narcissistic mentality of the rapist that is nourished by the 

utilitarian society. On the face of it, his refusal to the mundane penalty is a challenge 
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to the effectiveness of Althusserian apparatus, but at core those remedial measures 

become the excuses for sexualists, preventing people to get beneath their real 

intentions. The lawyer offers several undertaking for him including “a spell of leave,” 

“sensitivity training,” “community service,” and “counseling” (42), making effort to 

“minimize the damage” and “make them drop the charge” (42). Those arrangements 

suggested by his lawyer reveals the core of the judicial procedure is thoroughly 

influenced by utilitarianism. No matter how one violates the law, the apparatus 

incorporates the violator through demanding him of “community service” and 

“counseling.” Ironically, the law assures that the development of society is protected 

to a maximum degree and the maximum development of human potential is 

guaranteed by the moral ban.  

From the secular perspective, it seems that Lurie does not want to bear his own 

disgrace since he refuses to subscribe to a “repentant statement” (57) and these 

arrangements. Regarding himself as a “disgraced disciple” of William Wordsworth 

(46), Lurie aims to perform the natural flow of desire. His statement points to the 

struggle of conscience between a rational life and an imaginative play. Through the 

protagonist’s perspective, Coetzee raises the moral question of whether conscience is 

the real concern in the law court. Apparently, there is the castration to the sovereign 

power of the mundane court, which is supposed to stand for moral convention, 

morality, goodness, and justice. The novel exposes the complicated facets of morality 

based on various subject’s position. Lurie’s sexual adventures and his disrespect to 

social boundaries reveal his rejection to social responsibility such as domestic 

responsibility, social confinement, the normal expectation of masculinity, and 

lopsided interpretation of his deeds. However, do not the limits of moral regulations 

paradoxically reveal the configuration of humanity, wrapping up the excluded dark 
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emotions through making explicit what is amenable? In this sense, in defiance of the 

rational norms, Lurie is redefining the boundaries between the irrational and the 

rational, reality and illusion.  

The Desire for Transcendental Feeling 

 As a herald of traditional romantic humanism, professor Lurie alludes to Byron’s 

“erring spirit from another hurled,” “a thing of dark imaginings” (32) to endorse his 

erotic desire as fundamentally poetic. However, Disgrace suggests that desire 

vanishes instead of sublimates when one attempts to fulfill it. The complexity of 

poetic desire is described in Wordsworth’s The Prelude, the poet in the Alps: 

we also first beheld 

Unveilded the summit of Mont Blanc, and grieved  

To have a soulless image on the eye 

That had usurped upon a living thought 

That never more could be. (21) 

Desire is more like a “living thought,” an “imagination” instead of an impetus. Desire 

points to a direction that slightly variates through the intricate path of imagination. 

Therefore, it remains estranged and aliented. The fulfillment of desire does not bring 

to a satisfying result but disillusion. The mountain is not the destination, nor is it the 

object of desire. Instead, its plays as merely the progress. For a traveller who has been 

longing for it, it turns out that he grieves to see it. The coming of the view of 

mountain peak does not bring to a “flash of revelation” (21). Therefore, Lurie is 

struggling in giving his students a learning, a meaning. “Without a flash of revelation 

there is nothing” (21). The contradiction is that the traveller grasps a sense of 

nothingness. Nothingness, “soulless image” (21) is the “fruit” he gets at last. So 

perhaps revelation does not takes the manifestations of some edenic fantasy of 
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wholeness. For Lurie, pure idea is one of the manifestation of his own desires and 

imagination. Desire, in his own words, manifested to himself as an “archetypal, 

goddesslike form” (22) only lives in the beautiful state of womb. The meaning of 

usurp is more like tearing apart such innocent delusion when the traveller encounters 

reality. Perhaps the “wanderlust” which is part of the desire of the traveller is where 

the revelation is. Lurie, or Coetzee, askes “how can we keep the imagination pure, 

protected from the onslaught of reality?” (22) Coetzee makes pure imagination 

quintessentially feminine and the onslaught of reality corresponding to the act of rape. 

Rape, is not merely physical usurption, but also usurption in terms of intellect.  

The visual image usurps the imagination and inevitably murders the “living thought” 

of the traveller. That living thought is generated from a desire, the ineffable of the 

unconcious. To be born is to lose all that. However, the poem gets intricate 

interpretations from Lurie. Although the imagination of desire cannot be fulfilled, the 

sense-perception of the traveller reveals his own unconscious. In the following 

passage, Lurie explains that “Wordsworth seems to be feeling his way toward a 

balance”: “Wordsworth is writing about the limits of sense-perception…As the sense-

organs reach the limit of their powers, their light begins to go out. Yet at the moment 

of expiry, that light leaps up one last time like a candle-flame, giving us a glimpse of 

the invisible.” (22) The invisible means the unconscious, the ineffable, and the 

darkness. Lurie refers to the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice in this passage. Orpheus 

is told not to turn back until he reach the ground so that he can bring his wife 

Eurydice back from the underworld. But he fails such extremely easy task. It seems 

that Orpheus done such thing with all intentionality. Lurie makes a self-reflexive 

interpretation of Wordsworth’s Alps as being in love. Orpheus tries to prove his love 

for Eurydice through descending to the Underworld. However, his significant failure 
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at last attests that he, or to be more precisely, his love, is unable to withstand the 

ordeals. The touching musics he played in front of Hades and the words he uses to 

moves Hades are merely flattery that cannot withstand tests. Orpheus proves as a 

great artist his musics could moves Hades, and that he can bring the dead back to life. 

The memories of Eurydice is the soil of his inspirations and his artworks. But he does 

not really wish Eurydice to come back. What Orpheus’s venture to the underworld 

does reveals is the artist’s desire to pursuit art. Orpheus’s turn shows his hesitation 

and his confession. He is giving up such privilidge because this is not what he wants. 

His love and his desires are left behind, left in the past, because they should stay in 

darkness. In Disgrace, the parallel between Orpheus and Lurie is that Melanie and 

Eurydice are just means for them to fulfill their desire to manifest the existence of the 

Other. 

The Moral is an Artistic Experience 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, Eros, in the Freudian terms, means 

the urge towards self-preservation and sexual pleasure. If one is able to find ways to 

fulfill his sexual pleasure, he is more likely to develop his self-validation. However, 

there is a sense of disgrace in his sexual urges. In a conversation between him and 

Lucy, he speaks about a dog get beaten by its owner whenever it gets excited as a 

bitch passing by as metaphor: 

“There was something so ignoble in the spectacle that I despaired. One can 

punish a dog, it seems to me, for an offense like chewing a slipper. A dog 

will accept the justice of that: a beating for a chewing. But desire is another 

story. No animal will accept the justice of being punished for following its 

instincts. “ 

“So males must be allowed to follow their instincts unchecked? Is that the 
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moral?” 

“No, that is not the moral. What was ignoble about the Kenilworth spectacle 

was that the poor dog had begun to hate its own nature. It no longer needed 

to be beaten. It was ready to punish itself. At that point it would have been 

better to shoot it.” 

“Or to have it fixed.” 

“Perhaps. But at the deepest level I think it might have preferred being shot. 

It might have preferred that to the options it was offered: on the one hand, to 

deny its nature, on the other, to spend the rest of its days padding about the 

living-room, sighing and sniffing the cat and getting portly.” (90) 

Having reciprocal empathy with the animal, his desires triggers a sort of traumatic 

experience that reminds him of his incompleteness, which gives him a sense of 

disgrace. To follow instincts in no moral, while to forbid instinct is ignoble. 

Accordingly, the pride to fulfill desire is eliminated as soon as the subject chooses to 

execute it, in a situation where the issue of self-preservation is considered. Then, 

again, accordingly, in a circumscribed situation, moral feeling only arouses when our 

desires clash with the outside moral standard. However, I think that proves the feeling 

of disgrace is, in fact, a feeling of moral. To live a moral life, people cannot get rid of 

encountering a disgraceful kind of emotions while they are meant to traverse, 

encompass the gap of rational idealism and desire. To deduct the logic to its extreme, 

a degraded and imprisoning life is conditional, necessary and inevitable if anyone 

attempts to live an authentic and honest life. Morality, or the feeling of moral, does 

not come from a rational deed, but an artistic experience in one’s own heart, that 

which his spiritual life must be taken into consideration as an imperative condition. 

Otherwise, without prescribing conditions correctly, the discussion of morality is 
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impossible and always out of reach. Likewise, the judgment of a moral court is of no 

value since the erotic foundation for reference is selected out.  

Transformative Stages of Eros 

If the moral is an artistic feeling, as I argue above, then Disgrace also marks the 

distinction between moral conventions and inner conscience. The clash of rational 

norms and natural desire brings to certain transformative stages in the development of 

the protagonist’s Eros. His initial belief of Eros is based on instincts in terms of 

conventional humanism. The disappearance of Soraya uncovers the locus of desire. 

Eros manifests itself as an outrageous power toward the disappointment of illusion, 

and a ruthlessness generated from the sterility of life, instead of just what he considers 

as “a god acted through him” (89). Moreover, such Romanticism, or romantic 

humanism, is eroded by the moral court, which is represented by the allegory of the 

dog in his neighborhood. Instead of saying Coetzee provides an intellectual challenge 

to the right of desire, I would say he is tackling on the romantic sublimation that used 

to be thought to be contained in the idea of Eros. Eros, embodying a great variety, is 

not an experience of sublime, but an experience of castration. It is an urge, 

characterized by individualistic erotic experiences, that aims to fulfill the emptiness of 

desire but will inevitably get castrated by rational norms. Like the dog in Lurie’s 

statement, whenever a person attempts to reach the sexual climax, he immediately 

kills his desire before it is ever completed. In the social regime, extremely 

individualistic fulfillment is never allowed, yet, paradoxically, humans within the 

milieu are forever encouraged to pursue groundbreaking achievement. After being 

informed of Lucy’s pregnancy, Lurie discovers another complexity of Eros that 

subverts his previous emotional experience. Eros is not just about “sex,” but an 

improper contact of energies at the core. There is something inhuman about the Eros 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900778

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

32 
 

involved in the violence, and in Byron’s affairs with his mistresses as well. Will it be 

possible to restore the relationship of humanity after the inhuman intercourse? What 

does it mean to be human, then, if unnatural force gets involved and destroy the 

norm? After being treated like an unwanted dog, is she still human? Is Eros the drive 

to sexual violence, or is it triggered as the remedy to cure the sexual disillusion, as is 

suggested in the beginning? 

The Disgrace of Writing 

Disgrace aims to establish writing as a substitution for the losing of masculine 

power and physical attractiveness. Downside, Lurie’s romantic self-rationalization 

generates from his desire and his self-indulgence in literary composition, which can 

be indicated in his seductive approach to Melanie. “Smooth words, as old as seduction 

itself. Yet at this moment he believes in them. She does not own herself. Beauty does 

not own itself” (16). When Lurie takes advantages of his own cultural cultivation, 

using poetic words and romantic stories to seduce Melanie, he is in love with the 

scene, that is, in love with his own composition, which is why Coetzee wrote “at this 

moment he believes in them”. He believes in his words wholeheartedly, alongside his 

evil intention. There is no contradiction or lie in this scene, the filthiness of desire and 

the beauty of words exist at the same time. The seduction of words throws a spell on 

him, more than on Melanie herself. “From fairest creatures we desire increase” he 

says (16). But out of his expectation, “her smile loses its playful, mobile quality,” he 

ponders “not a good move” (16). Lurie keeps practicing to make his words sounds 

more genuinely, not “a teacher again, a man of the book, guardian of the culture-

hoard” (16). Those words he speaks do not carry sentimentality, ideal, or thought, but 

just a pattern that varies in order to create more Eros, to differing more meaning. He is 

not even thinking about the meaning, but he cares how it “sounds” to the girl. 
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Coetzee, describing the pentameter “whose cadence once served so well to oil the 

serpent’s words, now estrange,” unravels the crafty part of the art. Lurie displays his 

victory and failure as a craftsman in words during the whole dinner time. The scene 

not only create a questionable ambiance around the professor but also the sincerity of 

literature. In this sense, Coetzee is raising the question: what is the spirit of his own 

words? In Disgrace, the art never gains a higher position over the secular law.  

The concept of castration has various senses and representations in the novel. 

The deformation of Lurie’s belief in his literary ambition causes the castration of 

romantic sublime. Yet, castration does not mean romantic sublime is subdued since 

the process and effect of sublimation through words still authentic. Instead, romantic 

sublime comes with a contract of disgraceful circumstance. In the novel, romantic 

sublime contracts the protagonist’s romantic construction built by language that which 

lack a solid foundation of the true, the good, and the beautiful. In this sense, the 

sublime emerges from a lack of the real, or the castration of the real. That is, the 

authentic feeling of romantic sublime serves as a substitute to the lack of the real. 

Moreover, the provocative contribution of Disgrace is in Coetzee’s revelation of the 

nexus between romantic sublime and the configured condition of disgrace. Through 

shedding light on the castration of romantic sublime, we discover the castration of 

meaning by deconstructing the process of such romantic sublime. Through 

deconstructing the effect of sublime, we discover a lack the real. However, it is 

through outlining the lack of the real that we are able to keep producing any 

representations of desires, Eros, sublime, and love for humanity.  
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Chapter 3 

Post-colonial Psyche 

The purpose of Digrace is not to deny the fact that the protagonist does rape his 

student, nor making an excuse for using his authority to abuse his power and his 

student. But then, behind the most obvious story, Coetzee attempts to elucidate the 

representation of the rapist which is integrated into the regime of the law. Moreover, 

his writing aims toward a supplementary elucidation of desire in many senses, which 

does not include adding supplements to the dominant history of post-apartheid Africa 

and the discourse of female oppression. Rather, the novel is supposed to be treated as 

a critical engagement with the historiography of sovereignty and power as well as 

gender and sexuality. There is a scene in which one of the university colleagues 

“spoken in a voice quivering with righteousness,” saying “…when we try to get 

specificity, all of a sudden it is not abuse of a young woman he is confessing, just an 

impulse he could not resist, with no mention of the pain he has caused, no mention of 

the long history of exploitation of which this is part. That is why I say it is futile to go 

on debating with Professor Lurie. We must take his plea at face value and recommend 

accordingly” (53; emphasis added). “Abuse: he was waiting for the word.” Then there 

is a scornful inner thought on Lurie’s part. As for the reader, Lurie’s ignoring the 

criticism of abuse is valuable and pivotal to potentiality. In fact, to replicate the 

discourse of female abuse or to regard it as real contempt for the female community 

are both off-base. What Coetzee wants to do is to take the unusual measure of sexual 

transgression into meticulous introspection in order to get the truth of humanity. In 

“The writer’s place: Coetzee and postcolonial literature” Dominic Head emphasizes a 

trait of Coetzee’s fiction, that is, “offers an explicit challenge to the dominance of 
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realism in African (especially South African) fiction, by distancing itself from the 

contemporary South African context, at first geographically and then historically” (2; 

emphasis added). Coetzee’s preoccupations with textual structures is a way to offer 

intellectual challenges to realist conventions, so to speak. Apart from that, my concern 

is to highlight its dual effect of bringing out the merit of deconstruction based on the 

repudiation of connecting with the structure, in a thematical sense of western 

influences. Since the textuality enacts a kind of analysis of colonizing psyche, that 

which is the contribution of self-conscious fictions to postmodernism. 

Self-conscious novel, to some extent, endorses the statement that truth is stranger 

than fiction. In fact, Coetzee’s preoccupation with the stylistic departure is to bring 

out the force of nature that can hardly be expressed through a realist depiction of 

colonial violence. The dark emotions that which certainly do not refer to the 

deprivation of political presence, the exploitation, the abuse, gender violence, or 

oppression. The detachment on text is to keep track of the deferring potentiality of 

other forms of colonialism. In Disgrace, such force of nature refers to subdued 

sexuality. Coetzee attempts to challenges the interpretations of Foucaldian power 

relayions based on a dichotomous perspective which will cause erasure of the other 

existence of sexuality. For instance, in the novel, Over-emphasis on sexual abuse 

results in covering the other perceptions such as Melanie’s exploitation of Lurie. 

Melanie, responsive in reciprocal, learns to take advantage of her subaltern position in 

dealing with him: “She is behaving badly, getting away with too much; she is learning 

to exploit him and will probably exploit him further. But if she has got away with 

much, he has got away with more; if she is behaving badly, he has behaved worse. To 

the extext that they are together, if they are together, he is the one who leads, she the 

one who follows” (28). To replicate the Foucaldian discourse between the professor 
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and the student is to oversee the dynamic of structure and the autonomy of the 

oppressed. In this scene, the colonized object is Melanie’s language, which is not 

given adequate political consideration. In other words, her presence fails to offer a 

political configuration that which could influence the post-apartheid African history 

through rationalization. Over and above her disgrace, she represents a kind of 

imagination of colonialism which, if treated separatedly, shows the beauty and power 

of passivity and the effect of enlightenment, alongside pain and violence. However, 

such beauty and enlightenment can only be experienced in a status of disgrace, that is, 

in the usurption of her physical body and in the deprivation of her language in the 

mundane world. The exploitation of her body causes the destruction of her language, 

her ability to elucidate memory, and bereft her of political presence. Yet, as readers, 

we get a glimpse of romantic sublimation through this kind of ultra disgraceful 

writing. However, it is notesworthy that Coetzee does not mean to consolidate a 

sexuality that finally finds a spiritual outlet in a status of inferiority and humility. 

Instead, it could only blossom in the conditions of disgrace. In this means, the taboo is 

not being directly challenged and actively eliminated, but is being concerned in an 

oblique way. The expression of Melanie’s sexuality is provoked within the structure of 

power relationships, so to speak. There is no possibility to divide her empowered 

status of romantic sublimation from her seducer, and exists solely. Accordingly, it is 

imperative to redeem Melanie’s identity through destructing her status of 

victimization: metaphorically, Eve is empowered with the company of the serpent. Or, 

conversely, her status of victimization loses its initial connotation due to her passive-

aggressive sexual movements. She is not the victim in juridical or traditional 

humanitarian senses, but fades into an ambiguous position in the line of flight. 

Melanie’s sexual movement is also her political participation in the domain of power 
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relations by the same token. However, it is not political in the traditional sense since it 

has existed through a state of being sexually colonized. This is what I consider the 

meaning of postcolonialism in which expanding the colonial stereotypes and restoring 

the desire of the colonized.  

The Authority 

It can be said that colonial violence is a concept too large to be challenged. In 

Disgrace, the disempowered police system symbolizes the regime of power that 

operates through the governance of vicissitude of forms of life itself. Yet if the state 

power is based on the mechanisms and calculations of biopolitical bodies, then both 

colonial justice and colonial violence require further critical engagement to get 

beneath to its strategies. See just how the inquiry of Lurie’s scandal could decide the 

political meaning of his behaviors. Thus, Disgrace is a complex novel that keeps 

revolving in the dialectics of postcolonial violence and justice. In the novel, what 

Lurie calls the transformed and “emasculated institution of learning” (4) undoubtedly 

foreshadows the castration on the sovereign power of the apparatus.  

“No country…for old men (190)” is the protagonist’s comment on the times. But 

how does this impression form? “Young women struggling to escape from under the 

weight of old men, for the sake of species,” “the marriage of Cronus and Harmony,” 

those statements that evoke a great deal of self-loathing seem to contextualize 

inappropriate desire with age, and give reasons to the decline of power. Disgrace 

tackles on this sentiment from the perspective of sexual ability. The relentless rebuke 

from the crowd not only increases a sense of victimization in the case but also 

categorizes him to the status of the subaltern. All that is old are labeled as the 

subaltern, an effect which the discourse of rationalism produces. But readers might 

think the inappropriate desire is all that Coetzee aims to justify and normalize for the 
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sake of justice. False empathy is thereby triggered. The protagonist is criticized for his 

impulsive affair with a student in defiance of legal justice. He breaks the rule. Yet 

does the rule says he cannot have an affair with a student? A copy of the code is sent 

to him: “Article 3 deals with victimization or harassment on grounds of race, ethnic 

group, religion, gender, sexual preference, or physical disability. Article 3.1 addresses 

victimization or harassment of students by teachers (39).” The codes deal with various 

kinds of victimization, but it does not say affairs between teacher and student is 

forbidden. “Friends, this is not the time or place to go into substantial issues. What we 

should do […] is clarify procedure. […] Your name will be protected. Ms. Isaacs’s 

name will be protected too” (41). Lurie “understands” profoundly the juridical 

procedure. He does not need to be informed. Therefore, the lawyer, who is obliged to 

be on behalf of him, represents a doubtful position. The lawyer is more like bending 

to the collective morality rather than taking charge of the law. What are these people 

putting up? It looks like the hearing committee is set up to investigate the truth: “the 

body here gathered…has no powers…All it can do is to make recommendations 

(47).” The members believe they are not criticizing his heart, but they are just 

measuring the situation according to the codes. Because everyone in the city wants to 

be a metropolitan, everyone pretends to be global, rational, and liberal. The 

protagonist is compelled to be shrunk into a smaller version of himself so he could 

taste the metropolis sensation of a bad professor he ought to taste. They don’t have 

powers individually, but the component of different cultural backgrounds are 

sufficient enough to provide complementary details and support themselves as 

representative of a fair judgment of the society. Their participation is not “prejudicial” 

(47) to him. Everything is arranged against appearing prejudicial to any political 

parties such as “student observer from the Coalition Against Discrimination” (48). But 
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what do these opinions from the minorities matter if Melanie, the only person 

involved, is not here? What does she care about the issues they lay in the committee? 

Hence, the point is not about its composition, but that his confession cannot prove that 

the affair does exist. Nevertheless, they believe the function of the committee is to 

preserve just and that the professor’s name will be protected. But, they cannot protect 

him. Romances between professors and students are always a discredit. Not just them, 

but also the old and the young, the Oedipus complex, the Electra’s complex, and the 

cross-cultural relationship, they are all the same. The disgraceful and the corrupted is 

romances. However, the protagonist has to fight against the interrogations from 

others, all of which avoid the existence of Eros. Human relationships are placed in 

opposition to the problems of positions. The juridical procedure puts those human 

relationships like lovers and foes on trial, exposing one’s inner chaos in front of the 

public. Disgrace unravels modern absurdity of demonstrating great obedience to work 

ethics. Those standards have inevitably enhanced the established Foucaldian power 

relationships that are everywhere in the system. A person is, therefore, submitting to 

everyone in this system.  

What is an outsider? It means a person is seen as detached from all human 

relationships, and the public interrogations stimulate it. Lurie’s ex-wife tells him, 

“don’t expect sympathy from anyone else either,” “[n]o sympathy, no mercy, not in 

this day and age.” The sentiment is prejudicial and yet led by the juridical committee, 

where everyone is able to recriminate him. However, does Lurie refuse to cooperate 

with the system just for claiming his right to have a sexual relationship with his 

student? Of course not. For me, he follows the rules but disrespects the people who 

are questioning him. The disappearance of Melanie is a crucial point, not that her 

vows could be recruited into the lack of female voice, but that she cannot be 
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incorporated into the moral surveillance. She does not show up and her parents do not 

wish her not to show up as well: just let them deal with it. Her life is in the hands of 

other people. Yet, it is hard for Melanie to gather courage and rebel against the 

authority. Only Lurie can depend on his pension and his reputation to protest. The 

reputation he has built so far becomes the capital to fight for the battle, not the 

forfeiture he should pay for corruption. Hence, Disgrace redefines the responsibilities 

of a position, bringing light to the rewardless rebellion. The committee, which is 

supposed to be politically right, is not even dealing with it within its juridical 

boundaries. More and more people, including the protesting groups, are affected. 

Those people form an agreement to surrender the protagonist to the trial, for crimes he 

is suspected to have committed. What is indicated is that everyone is exposed to the 

risk of being surrender to trial; everyone can become that fugitive simply based on a 

few codes and vacant suspicions. The object of the committee is to reach a fair 

judgment. But neither fair recognition nor clemency does Lurie look for from people. 

Once positions and powers are associated, you are subjected to some highly sensitive 

demands from others that are beyond justice. They are not just dealing with the laws, 

or they will not decline the plea of the protagonist that is also his right. The idea of a 

humanitarian shelter built by the system cannot offer the individual validation for 

him.   

In his diary, J. M. Coetzee asks, “Why is it so hard to say anything about politics 

from outside politics? Why can there be no discourse about politics that is not 

political (Diary 9)?” It is a metropolitan idea to mix sexual relations with power 

relations. After all, who can deny it is unequal (53)? Who can deny it is abuse (53)? 

Who can deny the interrelations between knowledge and powers, or deny the fact 

powers are distributed into the system? It is a universal truth, and the process of 
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contextualizing each situation is based on this metropolis acknowledgement. Just, 

reliable, righteous, cosmopolitan, and exposed to the crowd. But the real truth is 

always boycotted by the system. Earlier on, Lurie believes he is able to understand the 

situation of Soraya, yet she refuses to bring it up to him. This experience allows Lurie 

to know he was not exposed to diverse cultures. While everyone in the committee 

pretends to be a metropolis citizen and persecutes the protagonist with power abuse, 

the subaltern refuse to mingle with the powers in the system.  

“Contextualizing” the sexual relationship within the vein of political justice 

inevitably leads to the “rationalization” and “intelligibility” of rape. However, without 

getting beneath the substantial, the pursuit of justice is based on the repudiation of the 

implications of rape. To distribute justice toward the rapist and victim means that the 

representation of sexual violence is intelligible to the public. In this sense, it is an 

epistemic colonization to the traumatic memory. In other words, linguistic 

colonization on past experience is doomed to fail in representation because it is a form 

of castration to the romanticized Eros. Secondly, the statement points out that the 

names under protection is a replica of their social identity, that which keeps alienating 

from their being at the moment. Again, an epistemic violation to the inexplicable dark 

emotions. However, the epistemic representation of the predator and the victim will 

easily fall on the path of abandoning proper treatment to the knowledge of such 

colonization. The quest for justice leads Lurie to project his own image on that of 

Lucy’s rapists, having nightmares in which “he wallows in a bed of blood, or, panting, 

shouting soundlessly, runs from the man with the face like a hawk, like a Benin mask, 

like Thoth” (121). Segall, in “Pursuing Ghosts,” writes, “The Benin masked savage 

who threatens Lurie also symbolizes the mythical figure of Thoth, who judges the 

hearts of the dead and records the results. These symbols represent not only anxiety 
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over female violation, but also an early precursor of Lurie’s sense of guilt in the figure 

of the judge. Symbolically the traumatic sublime changes a figure of female 

oppression and a figure of fear into the specter of judgement” (44; emphasis added). 

Segall argues that the specter of Thoth is a propulsion for Lurie to consider the issue 

of female oppression. However, besides the explicit message of Thoth, the ancient 

Egyptian deity associated with the godly dispute, the system of writing, and the 

judgement of the dead, it also implies that the figure of the judge can mislead the 

exploration of the hearts of dead, defining a sense of guilt under the premise of 

justice. Through criticizing violence, Lurie and his colleagues, standing for the 

Western culture, come to validate what it means to be savage, violent in the Western 

reign of sovereignty. In helping Lurie to go through the legal system, his colleague 

believes they are able to maintain a sort of “male chumminess” (42). The foundation 

of friendship that has something to do with belonging are repeatedly demonstrated in 

the novel. And yet, Coetzee, in a provocative sense, does not treat the sexist predator 

protagonist as losing his sense of humanity. What is more, it is not in his sexual 

transgression that we see something remarkably progressive, but through dealing with 

moral sovereignty Disgrace leads us to discover what it means to be human at the 

frontier of conscience. It points out violence itself should be reconsidered for it 

nevertheless embodies a nostalgic call to the right of desire. 

Moral Dinosaur 

The nostaligic call for freedom is also revealed in Lurie’s curiosity for Lucy’s 

knowledge and memory. The ignorance of the knowledge of otherness results in the 

epistemic representation of violence and develops into the forming of post-justice, 

which is essentially far from the real savageness and conscience demanded from the 

characters. Lurie’s most extreme crisis lies in his incompetence of guessing what is 
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articulate from the savage:  

He speaks Italian, he speaks French, but Italian and French will not save 

him here in darkest Africa. He is helpless, an Aunt Sally, a figure from a 

cartoon, a missionary in cassock and topi waiting with clasped hands and 

upcast eyes while the savages jaw away in their own lingo preparatory to 

plunging him into their boiling cauldron. Mission work: what has it left 

behind, that huge enterprise of upliftment? Nothing that he can see (95). 

In validating the cartoonish colonial stereotypes of savage, he comes to validate his 

own sense of Western colonial morality. He is the “missionary” with the “huge 

enterprise of upliftment.” He can grasp the savage in Western colonial 

comprehension, but for the otherness of savages, he has no idea. “Darkest Africa” 

indicates first the geographical, and then the linguistic remoteness, a place in which 

all kinds of colonization have lost their sovereign powers.  

 How does the structure of Western linguistic colonization loose its sovereign 

power? In the local newspaper Herald, their story is written as being attacked by three 

unknown assailants and they are treated at Settlers hospital (115). By using “unknown 

assailants,” the news reporter opens up the dimension of colonial anxiety and fear that 

haunt the readers. On the other hand, Lurie is afraid people will make connection of 

him with the scandal at university (115) and commiserate with their situation, since he 

believes it is not at all accidental. While the conversations between Lurie’s colleagues 

follow certain rules, the conversations between residents and settlers at farm only 

produce tensions and mysteries that are frustrating. The more subtle failures 

pertaining to linguistic competence are also revealing. While Lurie keeps misread 

Lucy’s motivation to stay here is because “she loves the land and the old, ländliche 

way of life” (113) and because she thinks she owe those black assailants, Lucy refutes 
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to him “stop calling it the farm […] This is not a farm, it’s just a piece of land where I 

grow things” (200). The farm indicates a legacy of power and ownership to be 

inhetrited and cultivated in perpetuity. As for Lucy, it refers to a set of labors and 

attitudes characterized by self-reliance, independence, animal welfare, and sympathy. 

Yet, Lucy’s property and power are challenged and dispossessed by the invisible black 

hands.  

The Implication of Rape 

The apocalyptic vision resulted from the attack and the subversion of power 

relations between her and Petrus usurps Lucy’s view of her identity, triggering her to 

investigate her circumstance, her position in this black territory: “It was so 

personal…It was done with such personal hatred. That was stunned me more than 

anything” (156). The implication in these sentences is striking. The violence Lucy 

withstanding does not stem from colonial history, the past settlers, or any 

anthropological reasons, but from her own personal influence. Because this is a kind 

of violence that will only happen on Lucy, but never on Lurie. She finds out that she 

is the cause, the allure, the trigger, and the result of her rape, her attack, and her 

deprivation. Her heartbreaking introspection marks the awakening of a sense of 

disgrace, from which the enlightenment of self-consciousness grows:  

“But isn’t there another way of looking at it, David? What if…what if that 

is the price one has to pay for staying on? Perhaps that is how they look at 

it; perhaps that is how I should look at it too. They see me as owing 

something. They see themselves as debt collectors, tax collectors. Why 

should I be allowed to live here without paying? Perhaps that is what they 

tell themselves.” (158)  

The passage points out that the problem of rape is socially constructed, just like Lurie 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900778

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

46 
 

ascribes his desire to “beauty does not own itself,” the three intruders view her as 

owing something. As far as some kind of precocious aspiration such as aesthetics or 

power is concerned, society offers protection to those exceptional for the sake of 

propagation and for human development. Petrus is also driven by a strong desire to be 

the farm manager (152) and the one who is capable of subjugating, controlling, 

domineering another person. By investigating the rape, Disgrace provides an insight 

into the power struggle between Lucy and Petrus, which renews the previous simple 

relation of owner and coworker. Although Petrus is not one of the intruders, he shows 

the ferocity and greediness of preying on Lucy’s physical body and property after 

watching her going through disaster. If she has been exploited once, what makes the 

difference of exploiting her second time, or third time? By investigating the cause of 

intrusion, Lucy discovers her true identity, her real position, and her image in the eyes 

of others in this community. She does not live here as naturally as she thought but 

owed every piece of land, every stone, everyone a debt. It is as if Wordsworth’s Mont 

Blanc passage from The Prelude that Lurie cites before echos her mental state, in 

which Wordsworth grieves to have a “soulless image” on the eye, in the blaze of day 

usurped upon “living thought/ That never more could be” (21). The statement Lucy 

makes: “as far as I am concerned, what happened to me is a purely private matter” 

(112) divulges the complexity of subjectivity. She discovers that she never owns 

herself, no matter the attack has happened or not. There is a quality of penetration and 

fluidity between her subjectivity and her neighbor’s. She is always in the 

circumstance of being preyed on or waiting to be preyed. She discovers how her 

existence and her farm arouses the brutality and colonial imagination in Petrus and 

provokes his desires of transformation which he might never think of before. If she 

experiences a certain kind of enlightenment of who she is, then so does Petrus. The 
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effect of intrusion is fermented in a purely private way for both of them, causing Lucy 

to fulfil Petrus’s requirements. Therefore, Disgrace reveals the potentiality of enacting 

extreme violence and sovereign power over others, that has lain in the heart of every 

human being.  

Potentiality of Savageness in Everyman 

It is hard to say that Petrus engages the three black assailants to teach Lucy a 

lesson, however, his appropriation of Lucy’s property and power also marks his 

second colonization of her colonized, traumatized, exploited circumstance. He 

exploited her broken identity, demanding her to forfeit her sexuality and identify with 

the result of rape, that is, her pregnancy. The connection between sexual colonization 

and power struggle, sexual colonization and self-reinforcement of the usurper is 

explicit in this sense, as Lurie speculates: “Petrus has a vision of the future in which 

people like Lucy have no place. But that need not make an enemy of Petrus. Country 

life has always been a matter of neighbors scheming against each other, wishing on 

each other pests, poor crops, financial ruin, yet in a crisis ready to lend a hand” (118). 

“Petrus would like to take over Lucy’s land,” from his perspective, Lucy is merely “an 

amateur, an enthusiast of the farming life rather than a farmer” (117; emphasis added). 

Petrus is a farmer, Lucy’s assistant, a co-proprietor, and, most importantly, a truly 

unimportant and powerless character who appears to be harmless. However, a person 

who is “small” enough and “quite a fellow” (62) can do devastating harm to a 

confident, modern young woman. Unlike her father in his Stoic sense of cassock, 

diagnosing the situation in accordance with his white laws, Lucy mentions the fact 

that Petrus is “his own master” (114), designating that there is another law that 

cooperated with nature. When Petrus finally shows up after the attack is done, “‘I 

must be the farm manager.’ He pronounces the words as if he has never heard them 
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before (152),” a passage in which the toughness and abruptness in his brisk 

announcement marks the change of his mind. From the passage, the novel seems to 

suggest that the body of a woman can ignite the desire of subjugation in a normal 

fellow person, turning him into a bloodsucking predator. He sees the picture clearly 

that the situation will be a great benefit to him. “Petrus may not be a big man but he is 

big enough for someone small like me (204)”----Lucy has to admit in the end. Losing 

her body means losing the substantial materiality that one needs for psychological 

attachment. In this sense, Disgrace configures the connection between personal belief 

and the recognition of innate distortion. Violence is the subversion to moralistic 

knowledge, or to be more precisely, Petrus sees clearly Lucy’s deep-rooted lack and 

sense of disgrace and responds to that private needs in a way that no one can. The 

contradictory ambiance explains itself that it is hard to attribute a label of predator, 

enemy, or friend, family to Petrus. In this way, the novel contributes supplement to the 

meaning of the post-moralistic era, which echos in a deep sense to the closed 

psychological regime of sexual trauma. The newly constructed identity of Lucy is 

based on trauma intertwined with the desires and benefits of others. However, it does 

not suggest that Lucy is the herald of the black community, but a settler and a 

prisoner. Through validating Lucy’s shadow self as an individualistic “passivity”, 

Disgrace redefines the terms of post-moralistic that carries an effort to crave for 

personal freedom. 

In addition, the ambiguity of conversation between Petrus and the Luries 

destroys the narratives of a white master and black servant in the old regime. What is 

more, Petrus’s reply to his questions often provides an anticlimactic subversion to 

Lurie’s throes of pursuing social justice, bringing him back to the tough, material 

circumstance repeatedly. Petrus’s oblique provocation indicates his awareness of 
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Lurie’s superior status as a white father figure.  

Moralistic Reflection of the Victim 

It is apparent that Lucy’s emotions are burried, inexplicable in the novel. But 

behind her hidden emotions and striking decision is her emotional and self-indulgent 

motivation. The artificiality of Lucy’s behaviors is in fact an indication of her trying 

to adapting to the local atmosphere. What is lingering in her mind is not the atrocity 

of those three men but the mystery of why it has happened to her. Doesn’t it strike 

Lucy as strange that Petrus disappear precisely at the time their home get intruded 

(114)? Does Coetzee really imply the dark message that women are doomed to be the 

victim and is giving up to “save her skin” (112)? In fact, the rape brings Lucy to the 

core of her identity. From her perspective, the rape reflects and divulges her private 

self, her fundamental intrinsic misery. Through investigating her individualistic 

disgrace, Coetzee lays the moral question: if Lucy is both the impetus, the cause of 

chaos, the seed of intrinsic disgrace, and the object of rape, where does that personal 

salvation come from? Under what circumstance, do abstractions such as salvation and 

guilt loose their meanings? I think the ambition of Coetzee’s Disgrace is large and it 

is certainly not a novel that supported racial and sexual injustice and fed national 

consciousness and national hysteria. Instead, it sheds a light on the volatile nature of 

rape and the meaning of the silence of raped women, the dead voice in which the 

desire to live is connected to the inner conscience of human being. This place called 

Africa is Lucy’s homeland and now a wasteland she has a hard time staring straight to 

its appearance. Rape is not just an invasion of her body, but an interaction between 

her soul and the cirumstance that is filled with people and nature within this place. 

However, this kind of interaction is characterized by passivity. After going through 

years of ploughing, she is being dispossesed of her farm, her seclusions, and her ideal 
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of anti-humanism: “I don’t want to come back in another existence as a dog or a pig 

and have to live as dogs or pigs live under us” (74). In other words, Lucy did try to 

build and cultivate an ideal pastoral lifestyle, by which she sacrifices her sexuality 

(90). Ironically, Lurie is the one being loyal to his desires. The sacrifice triggers a 

deep-rooted emptiness. She undergoes a huge transformation from anti-humanism to 

adjusting measures for the sake of herself and for making a secular place for her baby. 

But it is revealed that sexuality is a power that is out of control of oneself and a 

dominant force in the place. Lurie ponders, “raping a lesbian worse than raping a 

virgin: more of a blow” (105). However, Lurie is wrong because lesbian and virgin 

are all the same in this place. It is a disregard to how sexuality plays a dominant role 

in the dark emotions of the society. The physical invasion only comes after 

psychological usurpsion and invasion. Was she ever out of the influence of her 

sexuality? Disgrace unravels the fragility of subjectivity which is always eroded by 

some other inhuman invasion, an intergration of which stands for the most horrible 

kind in Lucy’s case because Petrus is once her helper. Disgrace seems to implicate 

that sexuality always interfere when one tries to interact with, accommodate, and 

regenerate the otherness. The content of rape is not just bodily violations, but a deep 

mixture and chaos of combining two very different elements, that is, unnatural force 

(symbolized by the expressionless black intruders, one of whom is retarded) and 

humanity. The moral complexity rises if her body is nevertheless going to be a shared 

property of the community, how could we construe such crime? While in South Africa 

it could be certainty, a marriage, in other place, it could be public issue, violence. The 

erotion of physical body is in fact a symbol for the inescapability of the dispossession 

of one’s own individuality. The self is not just your self but the consequence of joint 

construction of community and idividual. Will she ever be dispensable for her 
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sufferings, if she was the cause? I think her disgrace is a representation for the cause 

of atrocity and the route for freedom, if freedom was not just an imagination. 

Rape as Individualistic Knowledge 

In fact, the darkest Africa has a strong link with the non-discursive female body 

which has been withstanding violations. Traumatized, yet Melanie displays no 

particular sign of change. Lucy, similarly, clings to the old place in surprisingly 

calmness. However, the significance of the impotence to articulate their traumatic 

memories is to keep them from fitting in the South African society because there is no 

language practical enough of elucidating such knowledge, not even African 

languages. The female characters have no choice but to be subjugated to the 

persecutors, a complete allegiance which helps them to form a new attachment of 

reciprocity to their persecutors, so as to recognize and accept their own physically 

violated bodies. Abandoning the status of victimization, both Lucy and Melanie are 

obliged to learn and adapt to the allure of serpent, which stands for the abominable 

knowledge of suffereing. Besides the allure of identifying themselves with the 

persecutors, in a deeper sense, the development of sense of self is shifting into the 

most provocative, humiliated, and perversed kind of identification. This kind of 

identification is the effect of the traumatic sublime of initial experience. It is 

significant, then, to treat the traumatic sublime as constructive element intertwining 

with the labor of socially sctructured identity. Disgrace serves as an artistic 

investigation of epistemic violations. The traumatic sublime suspend to the future 

time and bring to possibility of sudden transfiguration, that it, a passage into a 

different state of being.  

For Lurie, it is a place he find no way to decipher the complexity of its 

civilazation, or its culture. At first, the father and the daughter finally gather together 
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because they both share a sese of alienation in terms of sexuality. For instance, Lurie 

notices that Lucy wears “the asexual clothes” (89); or, when he tells her that he feels 

as if he is the dog forced to abandon his own instincts, “hates his nature”, and “that 

desire is a burden we could well do without”, Lucy agrees “that is a view I incline 

toward myself” (90). However, after the accident takes place, this view both Lurie and 

Lucy inclines change fundamentally. The juxtaposition of Lucy’s voluntary 

abandonment of her own sexuality and her surrender to Petrus is illuminating. 

Technically, Lurie abandons his right of desire, the highest right of power he believes 

he could enact on other female characters: “She does not own herself. Beauty does not 

own itself” (16). And his desires will be embedded in the canonical Romantic 

abstractions nevertheless. The romanitc sublimation of literature bestows on the 

protagonist an illusion of sovereign power that he believes this myterious effect 

guarantee him the priviledge to do, that as a normal being he is protected by the desire 

of art, and that the idea of preying on other girls is in fact divine, and even more 

elevated, more honorable than any other things. As though every poet serves as an 

endorsement to him; for instance, Blake, “Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than 

nurse unacted desires” (69). Lucy, on the other hand, does not depict a transformation 

as simple as anti-buildungsroman. She is against her father, especially the cultural 

background he stands for. She forfeits her sexuality because her sense of self is not 

intelligible in the Western moral trajectory. This cultual background where the 

protagonist finds his desire can be expressed economically, from where his linguistic 

competence fuels his vanity and desires, cannot help his daughter to validate her 

experience. In other words, what Coetzee wants to criticize is the violence of 

patriarchal knowledge added on other inexplicable experience and this sense of kitsch 

of literature misused by rapist.  
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To read this matter of rape under colonialism or the stereotypes of exploiting 

“white women” will completely miss the point, which is indicated in the crucial 

conversations between Lurie and Lucy:  

“Do you think what happened here was an exam: if you come through, you 

get a diploma and safe conduct in to the future, or a sign to paint on the 

door-lintel that will make the plague pass you by? That is not how 

vengeance works, Lucy. Vengeance is like a fire. The more it devours, the 

hungrier it gets.” 

“Stop it. David! I don’t want to hear this talk of plagues and fires. I am not 

trying to save my skin. If that is what you think, you miss the point 

entirely.” 

“Then help me. Is it some form of private salvation you are trying to work 

out? Do you hope you can expiate the crimes of the past by suffering in the 

present?” 

“No, you keep misreading me. Guilt and salvation are abstractions. Until 

you make an effort to see that. I can’t help you.” (112) 

What Lucy cannot stand is that he treats this matter in the discourse of racial conflict 

and prejudice, that is, they are savage. This is the rawist violence embedded in 

humanity regardless of race. But professional tilte such as “farmer” and skin could 

easily mislead interpretation. She is not harmed by historical colonialism but the 

rawist desire of breeding. Most importantly, salvation and guilt, which concern the 

history of a country, are concepts that she cannot relate her to since what happened to 

her is a “purely private matter” (112). Salvation and guilt are concepts that again 

consolidate the masculine system of epistemology. In confrontation to the pursuit of 

justice, Lucy reveals that violence, or the pure form of life, exists through subverting 
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any possibility of justice and destroying abstractions. However, I think what separate 

her from her father is that the rape has forced her to leave the old world behind. No 

matter what she cannot change the fact that what has done has been done. This is why 

she says she cannot leave South Africa: the rape and the persecutors bind her life with 

the land. She does not live as David Lurie’s daughter, but as a survivor from the worst 

kind of violence.  

 The disappearance of political presence in the main discourse of sexual 

exploitation indicates the degraded and imprisoning existence of Lucy, which is even 

below the status of the once colonized subject. What is more, the disappearance of her 

language also reveals her symbolic position as the prisoner in the colony. If the black 

community symbolizes the culture of colonization, the raped women represents the 

base of another deathly culture. Such culture remains forever imprisoning and 

provisional, at the same time it emerges through the physical labor of Lucy. The 

colonized status of Lucy distincts her from the cultural background of her father. 

Lucy’s field labor, preganancy, and the materiality of dwelling on this land all amount 

to another distinctively transcendantal morality. For Lucy, accomodating to a state of 

disgrace signifies her authenticity and a validation of her wounded dignity.  
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Chapter 4 

Post-natural Existence 

The Unnatural 

The infant of Lucy symbolizes the disgrace of Lurie’s own masculine identity. 

The child is the product of incest, but he, who wishes for Lucy to take abortion, who 

wishes to kill the illegal child, is silmultaneously the father and the grandfather of this 

child. He, who does not wish it be the result of his generation, shares the feeling of 

incest with the child and a disgrace of of his own blood. Whether it is the coming of 

the infant, the feeling of motherhood in Lucy, or his feeling toward the infant, are all 

unnatural, wicked, and distorted. Such disgrace is distinct from the previous sense of 

disgrace as he meditates on having an urge to sleep with young female, which is 

represented as follow: 

The marriage of Cronus and Harmony: unnatural. That was what the trial 

was set up to punish, once all the fine words were stripped away. On trial 

for his way of life. For unnatural acts: for broadcasting old seed, tired seed, 

seed that does not quicken, contra naturam. If the old men hog the young 

women, what will be the future of the species? That, at bottom, was the case 

for the prosecution (190; original emphasis). 

The unnatural desire to leave something behind in the old man illustrates his fears of 

aging and death. Yet, the myth of gods, paradoxically, reveals that to transgress, 

violate the natural flow of instincts is also one of the capacities that characterized for 

human being. The unnatural urge of violating the law is a natural behavior, which 

people regards as humanity. Another scene in which Lurie is confronted by one of 

Melanie’s friend in her drama performance is also explicit about the horror of the 

unntural in normal life: 
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Ryan draws on his cigarette. “Only doing you a favour, prof. Didn’t you 

learn your lesson?” 

“What was my lesson?” 

“Stay with your own kind.” 

Your own kind: who is this boy to tell him who his kind are? What does he 

know of the force that drives the utmost strangers into each other’s arms, 

making them kin, kind, beyond all prudence? Omnis gens quaecumque se in 

se perficere vult. The seed of generation, driven to perfect itself, driving 

deep into the woman’s body, driving to bring the future into being. Drive, 

driven. (194; original emphasis) 

The boy speaks of “kind” in terms of the power relations in political area, while Lurie 

refers to “kind” in an anthropological sense. The epistemological gap produces an 

artistic feeling of which the unnatural force involved in the shock of existence is hard 

to bear. What does the boy know about identity? Is he and Byron the same kind? He 

thought he was, but now he comes to identify with Theresa, whom Byron left, 

bringing her back to life and trying to restore her voice. The opera about Byron and 

his mistress Theresa Lurie is working on reflects his own predicament. Once 

immersed in false identification with the Eros of Byron, he finds it has “fail[s] to 

engage the core of him” (181). Then, he tries to identity with the Eros of the 

precocious women, the young Theresa, but now comes to claim the Theresa in middle 

age (181). The identification of “kind” is much more veiled, complicated, and 

suffering than the face. Does not that Eros to drive into the woman’s body and bring 

the future into being arouse from the motivation to prove one’s own authenticity and 

existence? The conversation tackles on the nexus between violating the norm and 

identity. And yet, the unnatural in the act of incest is of different level. It points out 



DOI:10.6814/NCCU201900778

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

57 
 

that pregnancy means the sprouting of something disobey human principle. Lurie’s 

fear of Lucy’s pregnancy strangely provides a false parallel to his previous belief: 

woman does not own herself (Beauty does not own itself). The pregnancy does not 

owned by Lucy, but by the outer force of the universal law. His romantic measure and 

verdict for erotic experience is crushed by the horror of a newly born life. While the 

preferences and dislikes of one’s Eros characterizes one’s identity, serving as a string 

to its kind, pregnancy, womb, physical body seem to be something that does not 

belong to the self. Returning back to the question I lay before, what constitutes the 

difficulties of restoring a relationship of humanity after inhuman sexual experience 

depends on what constitutes the Eros and how the Eros finds its appropriate outlet that 

is often through the most humiliating manner, while one wishes to genuinely 

encounter with another person.  

Whence does Lurie’s trauma come from? Does it come from Lucy’s rape? Does 

it come from the fact that she denies the rape so as to leave him alone in the traumatic 

experience? Does it come from the rape or does it come from the gap between him 

and Lucy?  

Lurie, out of a sense of anxiety, is curious of why Lucy, his daughter, who 

inherits from his middle-class, intellectual background, comes to identify herself with 

the working-class of the black community and her white working-class friends. While 

he and his ex-wife remain in the city, Lucy chooses the path of being a modern farmer 

(71). The girl “whom once upon a time he used to drive to school and ballet class, to 

the circus and the skating rink” not only “shows him this other, unfamiliar world” 

(71), but also inevitably brings conflict to his own fatherly authoritative power. Lurie 

experiences the Erosion of his sense of belonging less through the attack of the three 

black men than from Lucy’s turning back from him. The attack by the three black men 
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is not just on his daughter but also on his own identity as a white middle-class person, 

which he feels his daughter shares with. Without a revenge on them he would not be 

human. This need for a revenge generates from his own desire to protect his 

subjectivity. And the rejection by his daughter not only risks throwing doubts on the 

authenticity of her traumatic memory but also the authenticity of her his own personal 

reality. Lucy’s marriage to Petrus is like abandoning her identity and surrendering to a 

bigger force which he fears will envelope their life but over which he feels powerless. 

Lurie is terrified that Lucy’s ignorance of the power relations involved in the marriage 

will make her sacrifice herself to Petrus’s own benefits. But what is more significant 

is that Lurie will have to betray his initial object a and diverts to identify with the new 

object a constructed by the new order of the farm, which results in identity 

transformation. The conflict in Disgrace is less a clash of civilization than a war of 

generations and social classes.  

The different attitudes of dealing with this calamity between David and Lucy 

illuminates the war of kinship as well as the power relation between family 

inheritance/burden and identity. While Lucy chooses to go with the flow, that is, she 

exchanges her properties and material body for Petrus’ protection, Lurie indulges 

himself in composing his opera. In “Pursuing Ghosts: The Traumatic Sublime in J.M. 

Coetzee’s Disgrace” Segall argues that “the protagonist’s vision of an obscure figure 

not only symbolizes a mnemonic wound, but also serves a protective, psychological 

shield. The word “obscure” etymologically rooted in “covering” or “imperfectly 

illuminating.”---applies to the traumatic sublime, because when the character 

envisions a ghostly body, this new image blurs the initial trauma event, fostering 

detachment (Italic added)” (43). It is because the memory site serves as powerful 

signifier in one’s psychic structure. This psychic structure involves with his 
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recognition of their state of victimization which Lucy refuses to recognize. Her 

obscure attitude toward rape affects his narrative of identity.  

In fact, David Lurie’s desire to return to, or establish, a status of victimization 

can be attested by his persistence on resorting to the police system. Unlike his 

unemotional daughter, he is much more threatened by the usurption of Petrus. The 

rape of Lucy is not just her traumatic experience, but also a deeply unsettling 

experience for Lurie for it becomes an obscure memory site he can never fully 

decipher. Lucy repudiates her state of victimization obliquely, which can be told by 

her explaination of the rape as debt collection. When she reports to the police, she 

reduces the essential length of time of the whole incident. Hearing this, Lurie remarks 

secretly to himself “an untruth, as he knows, as she knows. It took much longer. How 

much longer? As much longer as the men needed to finish of their business with the 

lady of the house” (108). What is more, she leaves out the substantial details of rape. 

If the constitutive elements of the crime are left out, it does not construct the plot. 

Nothing as rape does take place at that point. Due to the ambiguity of Lucy’s desire, 

Lurie is more like the helpless orphan in the new condition. The absence of rape 

destroys the appearance of the signifying space of Lurie’s psychic reality.  

At the same time, Lucy also represents the different voice of the other culture. “I 

cannot be a child for ever. You cannot be a father forever. I know you mean well, but 

you are not the guide I need, not at this time.” Why does not Lucy ask the police for 

help? For one thing, the police are unable to catch the rapists; for another, they have 

lost their force in this land. The white law does not domineer over the pastoral culture. 

If she askes for the protection of the government, she will have to leave her land. The 

punishment on the rapists does not lead to the recognition of her own sexuality nor the 

empowerment of her traumatized identity. As a homosexual, a fact that is obscurely 
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indicated in the novel, her sexuality, her ideals, and her needs can bring her to 

nowhere. No matter what kind of strategies she uses in trying to maintain her estate, it 

is Patrus who is able to provide her with safety and social position in the new post-

apartheid reality. She seems to be the lady of Petrus house, but in fact, she is merely 

the “bare life” which is guarded, protected, decided by the sovereignty of Petrus. The 

road to freedom does not come through her originality or capacity, but her choices. In 

contradiction, Lurie believes in individualistic ideals and imaginative skills.  

Lucy’s surrender to Petrus’s family poses a threat to Lurie’s domineering psychic 

system. Lurie demonstrates the general contempt in the patriarchal system for those 

women who have apparently lost their physical attractiveness. Physical attractiveness 

also represents certain aspects of psychic power. In “The Politics of Shame and 

Redemption in J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace” Sue Kossew wrotes, “Disgrace is a novel in 

which bodies are strongly linked to desire, power, and disgrace” (156). Kossew 

emphasizes the aspect of male characters excercising their power over those who have 

not, but the bodies that are excluded under sovereignty lack a proper treatment with 

respect to power relations. She accepts rape so natural as if this is what she has to pay 

for staying in the place makes her state ambiguous. Lucy’s choice is mysterious, 

meaningless, and contradictory to the logic of society. The ambiguity of Lucy’s 

subjectivity afflict Lurie’s sense of subjectivity. Accordingly, the traumatized woman 

who no longer speaks freely to him is thus transformed into a little girl in a traumatic 

repetition. “In the middle of the night he awakes in a state of utmost clarity. He has 

had a vision: Lucy has spoken to him; her words – ‘Come to me, save me!’ – still 

echo in his ears. In the vision she stands, hands outstretched, wet hair combed back, in 

a field of white light” (103), suddenly his fully grown daughter becomes the helpless 

child crying freely for help. The troubling silence is replaced by a simple scenario.  
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The traumatic symbolism substantiates the initial trauma, yet it does not 

represent the initial trauma. It substantiate the trauma in the imaginal realm that still 

holds a distance to the real realm. The symbolism, or the imaginary substitution, will 

inevitably invokes a durality of effects on the protagonist, that is, the reductive 

emotional detachment as well as a desirous return to the victimization. It 

simultaneously reduces the unbearable emotions of victimization but also attest the 

longing of the protagonist to validate his past experience. Lucy’s obscure desire 

provides a twist to Lurie’s indentity forming.  

Why could not he understand his daughter? Is it because of their gender? Or is it 

because of the differece in social background? The cultural differeces and the division 

of social classes are hard to understand. Comparing to these, gender differece seems 

to be rather universally acknowledged.  

While in his own scandal Lurie stands for the irrational voice, he becomes the 

rational but nonsensical one when arrived at the farm. When the teach-student 

relationship goes sore, Lurie tells Melanie that he cannot have her male friend disrupts 

his class and that she must attends class more regularly (34), unable to recognize their 

relation is renew. “Responsibilities: she does not dignify the word with a reply (35),” 

implicating a crisis of responsibilities laying at the core of Disgrace. Secondly, 

refusing to subjugate to the new postcolonial order, he “prefer[s] simply to be put 

against a wall and shot” rather than being “castrated”: “recantation, self-criticism, 

public apology” (66). Finally, he comes to the farm to “gather himself, gather his 

forces” (121), but he forgets the South African pastoral is rewriting its order as well. 

This place does not rule a pastoral, ländliche life, a place where he could retreat to 

and stay focus on his romantic self. He is the rebellist of political system at once, but 

turns to be the protector of police system, that is, the postcolonial justice, the 
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westerner way of doing things (202), during the aftermath of the attack. In this 

respect, Coetzee reveals that it is not about justice at all when it comes to dealing with 

justice. When he wishes his daughter could call for the police, it is not about justice 

but the fundamental sense of his identity as father figure. In the literally sense of 

father figure, he wishes his daughter could gain something from familial inheritance, 

much of it refers to his social responsibility as an intellectual; another layer is of the 

symbolic, he wishes to be the guidance of his daughter in the world. But to make the 

narratives of father figures working depends on the submission and obligation of his 

daughter. The patriarchal norms is reciprocally depended on and powerfully 

determined by femininity. In the novel, the patriarcal symbolic structure shows its 

manisfestation through interpreting the act of rape in the vein of victimization. 

Ironically, resorting to police system means denouncing an evil that is constituted by 

the law of patrical system. Through the act of denouncement it is constituting and 

validating in reciproal the signified of its psychic system. Lurie becomes part of the 

moral surveillance he once opposed to. In other words, the rape reveals itself as being 

part of the signifier in the signifying system of the father. Only when the accident of 

rape is validated, he can be sure of his own state of victimization and Lucy’s. The 

discourse of victim and attackers can be established. However, it turns out that both 

he and Lucy are unsure in the present living condition. Unwilling to explain her 

feelings to him, Lucy refuses to be assimilated to the discourse of the father. Being the 

memory sites, her silence causes the disruption of Lurie egotistical psychic system, 

but remains as an indescribable fragment that belongs to another big picture. Through 

divulging his desire to assimilate into Teresa (whom Byron left) in his opera, the 

novel signifies the possibility that the self is an other. The self that discovers a more 

authentic outlet through the other.  
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In response to Lurie’s nostalgic call for white power, Lucy bequeathes her farm, 

a symbol of legacy, to Petrus. About the lost car, another symbol of deprival of power, 

she shows no haste to claim it back. She knows it is a sign of betrayal to her father: “I 

know I am not being clear. I wish I could explain. But I can’t. Because of who you are 

and who I am, I can’t. I’m sorry. And I’m sorry about your car. I’m sorry about the 

disappointment” (155). Lucy’s refuse to posit herself in the position of victim 

signifies a refute to Lurie’s moral surveillance as well as its denial and invisibility of 

her subjectivity. Through fortifying the binary stability of victim and rapist, cultured 

and brutal, the novel points out it lacking the proper treatment to the character Lucy 

with respect to her sexual identity. To configure her traumatic experience as a 

wholeness, any theory is oblidged to treat her subjugation to the new system as a 

positive act, not just subjugating her trauma to the victimization in all forms. It is 

imperative to redeem Lucy’s traumatic experience from Lurie’s romantic sublimation 

so as to spare judging the heart of the dead thence. Additionally, it is crucial to redeem 

Lucy’s desire and sexual identity from Lurie’s conceptualization of gender. Whenever 

Lurie wants to fight for his egocentric sublime, he immediately feels a sense of 

disgrace in claiming his sense of identity. The irony lays in the fact that a revelation of 

his self is also a defeat of his conviction. He is ashamed of his existence which is why 

he keeps saying his is an old man.  

Due to the fact that Lurie does not understand how materials and physical body 

intertwine with Eros, Lurie displays a rather cynic kind of nothingness in both his arts 

and opinions. On the other hand, the nothingness Lucy divulges is prone to be more 

practical and constructive. Its goal is clear: destructions to all kind of preconceived 

abstractions including morality, power, and knowledge constructed in the vein of 

historiography. The nuanced touch on Lucy’s emotions produces a mystical space 
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whereby we can explore the furthest reaches of what it means to be human. The fiery 

reaction of Soraya, the avoidance of Melanie, and the indifference of Lucy all signify 

a fact that female are always victim under certain projections of meaning from the 

society. The “truth” Lurie tries to normalize rashly belongs to the power struture and 

hence it constructs and replicates more “truths” in reciprocity through distributing its 

power into administration. Although such distribution of power also presents in the 

economical and familial collaboration of Lucy and Petrus, there is a significant 

differece. It does not pioneer on the purity of Romantic sublime, instead, it is deeply 

intertwined with the materiality of reality. The message of the novel is unsettling 

because it tries to delve into the merits of rape. As a subordinate theme to the power 

struggles, rape is the manifestation of a sense of destructiveness to the division of 

bourgeois and working-class, and all kinds of cultural concepts. There are the 

destructions of physical bodies, the destruction of the boundary between patron and 

whore, the destruction to abstractions such as guilt and salvation, the destruction to 

conceptualization of justice and morality, and the destruction to the rigidities of 

identity. Through extending to the materiality and the structured relationships, the self 

is able to transform, to simulate, and to reconstruct an identity that is adjusted to the 

environment.  

Colonization on Nature 

 Besides the arguments of castration of literary effect and sovereign power I 

mention before, Disgrace carries a notion that the labor of farming epitomises modern 

ploughing of the concept of post-nature. The labor of farm, just like the labor of 

writing, is a writing of culture, and a rewriting of physical labor as intimation of art. 

The content of the old South African natural scenario lose its significance with the 

reconstruction of the family order and power relation of Lucy and Petrus. In constrast 
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to the sense of self-realization that Lurie finds in his relationships with other women, 

Lucy is raped by three anonymous men but marries the fouth man, with neither of 

whom she shares a connection with. Lurie once imagined his identity a replica of 

those rapists, seeming to suggest that his was under the circumstance of being 

incapable of building ordinary sex with women, but “drank up her fear, revelled in it, 

did all they could to hurt her, to menace her, to heighten her terror” (160). “You don’t 

understand, you weren’t there” says Bev Shaw (160; original emphasis). I think Lurie 

says he understand because the uninhibited desire for lesbian (Lucy) and virgin 

(symbolized by unexperienced Melanie and her younger sister, Desiree) are all the 

same. The desire to destroy is always there in the nature. Furthermore, the message is 

disturbing, not only because it implies the possibility of incest in the family, but also 

connect lesbian (preservation of sexuality) with virgin (ignorance of sexuality). 

Unexperienced girls without full knowledge of their sexuality and men’s is like the 

careless, non-physical existence, unawaring of their bodily substance. But this kind of 

unawareness is often sublimated as a more pure form of existence in literature and is 

blurred within the predator and the victim. Rape is the violence on physical body as 

well as cognative ability, similar to Wordsworth being encroached by the bare 

landscape of the Alps. But why does nature turn against itself? The protagonist tastes 

a certain degree of life’s failure regarding his teaching career and the rejection of the 

prostitute and eases down such disgrace by indulging in masochistic sexual pleasure. 

This need for abnormal erotic experience indicates erotic desire is associated with the 

self-awareness of existence. However, does this highlight that female sexuality is a 

taboo to think about? Does the hamper on female sexuality the real issue in these 

cases? I think to bring out that force uninhibitedly is the true issue worthy of 

discussion. What are the connection between empitiness of desire and violating 
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virgin? Does one find sex the most natural outlet to expose his Eros uninhibitedly, or 

does one feel it most natural to reach his authentic self by disobeying his rational self-

consciousness, that is, by exploiting the unexperienced female? The unnatural force 

cannot be created by nature, only human beings can. Nothing kills men more than an 

unfulfilled desrie: “That desire is a burden we could well do without” (90). However, 

that is not the doctrine of Disgrace. Instead, death, the metaphysical concept, is not a 

deathly still reality but a spiritual idea of emotion, in which the realistic side of death 

itself is unfolded, when uninhibited desire gets to clash with the limited, deadly sight 

of physical world. The realistic side of death is the end of the erotic. Therefore, 

perhaps it is not the erotic desire that run the show: 

The gang of three. Three fathers in one. Rapists rather than robbers, Lucy 

called them – rapists cum taxgatherers roaming the area, attacking women, 

indulging their violent pleasures. Well, Lucy was wrong. They are not 

raping, they were mating. It was not the pleasure principle that run the show 

but the testicles, sacs bulging with seed aching to perfect itself. And now, lo 

and behold, the child! Already he is calling it the child when it is no more 

than a worm in his daughter’s womb. What kind of child can seed like that 

give life to, seed driven into the woman not in love but in hatred, mixed 

chaotically, meant to soil her, to mark her, like a dog’s urine? 

A father without the sense to have a son: is this how it is all going to 

end, is this how his line is going to run out, like water dribbling into the 

earth? Who would have thought it! A day like any other day, clear skies, a 

mild sun, yet suddenly everthing is changed, utterly changed! (199; original 

emphasis) 

“Three fathers in one” says the fusion of persecutor and mate, the fusion of different 
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kinds, the child changes the meaning of rape and relationship. But what if Lucy has 

always been feeling like she does not belong, like she is misplaced? Petrus is his own 

master (114), but is the female subject her own master, even she has make the 

decision of where to live? The labor of farming serves as the solid footing for Petrus’s 

identity and the culture of modern farmer on this land. This passage gives the vision 

that this place is the“modern” forest in which the sense of individual is deprived from 

the sense of the self. While Petrus demonstrates “honest toil” of his own culture, Lucy 

forms a detachment from the farming life that she shares with Petrus. Here, again, a 

sense of reality, or the real, is born when the war of reality and the symbolic breaks 

itself. As Lurie meditates on his appeal, he is “a plotter and a schemer and no doubt a 

liar too” (117). He is a liar because his honest toil, his conversations, all of which 

converage in the scene aim for his honest cunning. The land, the nature, and people 

are once the objects of Western colonizers. However, Petrus subverts the meaning of 

colonized inhabitant that always bears the disgrace of historical victim. The colonial 

sense of passivity in labor becomes a path to the toil of new identity.  
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Conclusion 

 Instead of bringing out the seriousness of this book, I would like to emphasize 

the extremely romantic side of Coetzee’s philosophy above his sharp descriptions. 

Though it seems like depicting brutality is a merely a literary device that aims to 

arouse sympathy, Coetzee’s self-conscious first person narration aims to restrain 

sympathy for the purpose of digging out all kinds of brutality in a scene and scrutinize 

them without judgement. Lurie’s sexual charge is merely a trigger to reveal a larger 

issue of the predicament of modern soul.  

First, Disgrace redefines the definition of authority. Authority is formed when a 

group of people come to believe they are in the higher positions of powers and are 

supposed to take responsibilities for the lower positions. In other words, the 

consciousness of responsibility over the subordinates has been considered as moral 

conventions. Lurie has been expected to be the universal man and deals with his 

desires with rationality. The abuse of authority can take in diverse forms such as 

society, the crowd, your colleagues, and not just a government or army. After 

examining the responsibility Lurie has felt over Melanie and the one the committee 

has felt over Lurie, the power relationships are exposed and the truth begins to falter. 

He refuses to give a sincere apology because he does not think he has made any fault 

in respect of morality. Acknowledging that only through leaving his original place 

could he gather his power back and deal with his former acquaintances, Lurie 

abandons his prestige position in society. When the responsibility is unpacked then 

there is no moral question. It is an epiphany moment for him to realize how the 

problems of positions have affected his state of being. Perhaps Coetzee is indicating 

the significance of raising a moral discourse outside of positions. 

Second, Disgrace points out the fact that perhaps the subalterns do not call for 
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justice from society. Academic researchers often posit Lucy and Melanie on the 

oppressed position, handling the problems of either scene in vein of gender 

appropriation. However, I think Lucy’s silence and her acceptance of further 

managements after the rape, such as marrying Petrus for protection, rejecting moving 

to other places, provides a subversion to Western moral convention. The truth is that 

there is no other place for Lucy to go, just as there is no other paths for Melanie and 

Soraya to choose. Lucy’s rebellion leads us to reflect on what it is all for that other 

people like Lurie appeals to the authority. All his life, he wishes to be the guide, the 

one who can protect his daughter from danger. But his knowledge and power are not 

his real worth. His true value appears when he is willing to take charge of the 

unwanted dogs. He is like the executioner, the executive committee, and the police. It 

is a fate for modern men to live in a world where liberalism, democracy and 

totalitarian, authoritarian coexist. Dogs are like people. They are pleading him for 

survival, and mostly, for moral treatments.  

Third, this dissertation has explicated and scrutinized the progress of 

constructing new desires after the characters have gone through sexual colonization. 

After the calamity took place, the colonizer and the colonized have reciprocal desires 

and duties for each other. Lucy’s transformation exposes the unnatural desires she has 

after being physically and intellectually violated. It is possible that she is bereaved of 

the sense of self and has to identify with the desires of Petrus and other people on the 

land. Security, property, and the remedy for trauma are intertwined in the relationship 

between Lucy and Petrus. This dissertation has probed into the disgrace of living and 

the unintelligibility of Lucy’s situation, and vindicating the significance of loss in 

Disgrace. Coetzee recapitulates that Eros is associated with one’s inner conscience, 

which can explain why the manifestation of Eros has developed throughout the 
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process of transformation. In addition, the relations of subjection and subjugation, 

converged on the scenes of the farm, have changed Lurie’s overall concern for justice. 

He no longer submits to a Stoic kind of morality, but finds contentment and belonging 

through respecting the corporeal aspect of life. 

Among his metropolis colleagues, Lurie has encountered the embarrassing 

moments of his desires being boycotted by modern etiquette. There are lots of scenes 

that provide a great deal of self-loathing in the protagonist. Disgrace, though a 

common factor in modern life, is not meaningless but reflects the gap between the 

normal standards and our extraordinary emotions. In Coetzee’s literary world, the 

process of encountering moral question needed to be interpreted as individualistic 

erotic experience. It is through comprehending the psychological nuances, Coetzee 

has intelligently offered condolence and art to the modern predicament, and validating 

our own moral standard. 
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