
Dogo Rangsang Research Journal                                                        UGC Care Group I Journal 

ISSN : 2347-7180                                                                       Vol-13, Issue-1, No. 1, January 2023 

Page | 146                                                                                            Copyright @ 2023 Authors 

REVENGE AND RETRIBUTION IN COETZEE’S DISGRACE 

 

Seetharama M B, Research Scholar, Department of English, Savitribai Phule Pune University, 

Ganeshkhind, Road, Pune, Maharashtra 411007.  

Dr. S. Ghodake, Professor and Head, Department of English, PDEA’s Gholap College, Sangvi, 

Pune – 411027 (Affiliated to Savitribai Phule Pune University, Pune).  

Abstract 
An inescapable consequence of every colonial enterprise has been the seething anger of the 

subjugated against the usurpers and their desire to escape the shackles of bondage and be 

independent of the occupying powers in every aspect. The anger does not end with a compromise 

between the colonizer and the colonized, and the desire for revenge burns in the hearts of the 

aggrieved for a long time. In Disgrace, Coetzee (1999) offers a poignant comment on the lives of 

whites and blacks in postcolonial South Africa. The paper discusses the implications of the end of 

the empire's apartheid regime as portrayed in the novel. It attempts to analyze the impact of the 

colonial residues on the lives of the citizens, education in English, the convoluted legal process, the 

desire for revenge and retribution, and the unavoidable need for the whites to accept the empire's 

demise to find peace between the communities.  
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Introduction 
Disgrace attributes the chaotic situation in the new democratic South Africa to the ghosts of colonial 

rule, where neither the master nor the slave is free. It offers a post-apartheid instance of subversion 

of a white woman's rape by the blacks against the seducing of a colored student by a Professor, who 

misuses his position as her teacher. The paper focuses on the consequences of these two incidents. It 

explores the impact of the change in regime on the lives of the citizens, education in English, the 

desire for revenge and violence perpetrated on the remaining white citizens, the unwillingness of the 

administration to act judiciously, the acceptance of the situation by the few remaining whites like 

Lucy- raped by the blacks. In the hopeless situation, only Lucy seems to know the path for peace 

finding peace between the communities.    

 

The novel 

Disgrace, first published in 1999, discusses the fall of David Lurie, a divorcee and an adjunct 

professor of Communications at Cape Technical University. Lurie seduces one of his students, 

Melanie Isaacs, and has sex with her on multiple occasions. Melanie's father, Isaacs, complains to the 

university about Lurie, ostensibly for misusing his authority and betraying his parents' trust and 

professional irregularities. Lurie was finally dismissed from service without benefits.  

 

Lurie's daughter, Lucy, runs a smallholding farm in the Eastern Cape with the help of an African, 

Petrus. Petrus has his land purchased under grants and is technically assisting Lucy. However, things 

turn around when Lucy is raped by three Africans, including a boy- a relative of Petrus. Lucy 

becomes pregnant from the rape, and Petrus offers to 'protect' her by marrying her. Against the wish 

of Lurie, Lucy agrees to this proposal and is willing to turn over her land to Petrus to have her rights 

to her home alone. She also hopes to buy safety under this arrangement. Finally, Lurie accepts that 

the situation in South Africa has changed for good, and he must live in a new environment.  

 

Through the incidents affecting the characters above, Coetzee discusses the impact of the lingering 

history continuing to guide the lives of blacks, whites, and the colored.   

 

Impact on English and university education in language and literature 

In democratic South Africa, education in English is changing from the study of aesthetics, popular 

during the empire's rule, to the present need for learning the use of language to earn a living, support 

business, and make a career. Lurie now teaches at Cape Technical University, earlier known as Cape 
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Town University College, indicating a shift in the purpose of education from orthodox and aesthetic 

studies to educating the citizens to become part of the more practical world. In J.M. Coetzee and the 

Life of Writing Face-to-Face with Time, Attwell (2015) writes: "Disgrace confronted these changes, 

particularly concerning the universities, but also in the wider society where the deep psychology of 

colonial history lingered on" (191).  

 

Prof Lurie, who earlier taught classics that 'appealed to the soul,' now hates teaching courses in 

communications aimed at more practical careers. His aesthetics are rooted in the empire, and he 

enjoys teaching Wordsworth and, later, plans for a musical on the decadent life of Byron. He 

believes that English is unfit for expressing the truth of South Africa and feels that "Stretches of 

English code whole sentences long have thickened, lost their articulations, their articulateness, their 

articulatedness" (Disgrace 117). Melanie Isaacs is doing a diploma in theatre to pursue a career in 

drama, and Raval (2008) argues that the new system encourages the capitalistic ideals of the empire 

"in the creation of docile and productive bodies" (149). 
 

The appropriation of the Christian concept of confession by the executive 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of South Africa, established by the new 

government, aimed to negotiate between the whites- agents of the apartheid regime and the blacks 

and color to provide amnesty to the perpetrators of violence during the apartheid rule.  

 

It was believed that without such an arrangement, there would be a perpetual state of violence, and 

the blacks would continue to claim retribution for the human rights violations of the apartheid 

government. Coetzee exposes the inconsistencies of the TRC by drawing a parallel between the 

actions of TRC and the hearing of the complaint against Lurie before the Disciplinary Committee at 

Cape Town University. The main accusation against Lurie was his affair with his colored student, 

Melanie, and Lurie refused to offer a public apology for his action. Instead, he insisted on being 

guilty of both charges and was ready to accept any punishment. However, Farodia Rassool, a colored 

member of the Committee, believes that the interests of a wider community are involved in the 

instant case, and Lurie needs to express guilt.  

 

Coetzee further demonstrates the ambiguity of applying Christian forgiveness for a public apology 

when Isaacs, Melanie's father, refuses to forgive Lurie, who apologizes privately to his family. 

Isaacs, head of a devout Christian family, advises Lurie not to expect him to intervene at the 

university to reinstate him to his university job. He suggests that Lurie must follow the path ordained 

by God, and it is not for them to interfere. The episode reiterates the impossibility of absolution due 

to the conflict of interests between religion, politics, individual freedom, and expectations of the 

larger community in South Africa.   

 

Poyner J (2009) discusses how the TRC of South Africa, 'Christianized' by Desmond Tutu, 

emphasized public admittance of guilt by the accused to achieve forgiveness and peace between the 

perpetrators and victims of violence, and how it contrasts with Derrida's differentiation of "the 

realms of judgment, falling within the remit of the state and the public sphere, and forgiveness, 

which only the individual can grant" (151).  

 

Effect of Mimicry in Disgrace 

Despite his hatred against the occupying empires, the subjugated 'other' accepts the agents of the 

empire as invincible heroes and mimics them in his actions. Actively and passively, the 'other' is 

made to follow the empire's manners and culture, which assists the latter in continuing to exercise its 

hegemony. Babha (1994) terms mimicry as both a strategy of reform and discipline which 

appropriates the 'other' to strengthen the dominance of the colonial powers. At the same time, 

mimicry threatens both the 'disciplining' powers and the 'normalized' powers (123). In Disgrace, the 

Disciplinary Committee represents the TRC that attempts to apply the Christian forgiveness meant 

for private offenses/mistakes to pardon the communal atrocities of the apartheid period. It 

undermines the rationale of the Committee, which mimics the colonial masters and uses their tools. 
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We also see Isaacs taking a serious turn from his Christian ethics to his African sense of community. 

He becomes a complete mimic man and a hybrid when he misinterprets the Christian concept of 

forgiveness to suit the purposes of revenge by the community. Isaac's behavior reveals the duality of 

hybridity- the remnants of colonial times, now effectively used to favor the 'other,' ignoring the 

common objectives of justice and equality in a democratic state.  

 

"Forward-looking" Petrus and Lucy vs. Lurie 
In the new secular South Africa, the changes happening in the country are quite challenging for the 

whites, who see no hope for themselves or others. On the other hand, Lucy and Petrus see themselves 

as citizens of a country learning to continue living and improving the situation. Petrus tells Lurie, 

'She is 'forward-looking.' 'She is a forward-looking lady, not backward-looking.' (Disgrace 136). 

Petrus is the new South African reclaiming the land taken over by the early settlers from the tribes 

and is willing to wait and work toward achieving his goals. He is proud of his achievements, 

freedom, and his reclaimed land.  

 

The colonial hegemony of centuries has changed the 'other,' who now wants to play the master. 

Though Petrus does not harm Lucy or Lurie, he stands with his community when he defends the 

youngest rapist and ignores the role of other rapists.  

 

Lurie vs. Lucy - Guilt and Retribution, Change- the Only Choice 

Lurie is a product of Eurocentric training, philosophy, and way of life. He does not feel that his affair 

with Meanie makes him responsible to the community, though he accepts professional irregularities. 

He, therefore, accepts the charges made against him by the Disciplinary Committee without 

admitting his guilt to the community.  

 

Lucy, however, does not philosophize about her political views and looks at the changes in South 

Africa with a mix of sympathy for the natives and a sense of abandonment to her fate. She is a new 

farmer where "history has learned a lesson" (Disgrace 62), emphasizing his skepticism about how 

colonialism will never fully allow a nation and people to recover from historical influences.  

 

From the fifteenth and sixteenth century, the Dutch forcibly acquired land from the Khoikhoi and 

then established more farms and occupied the entire country, capturing Africans to work as laborers 

on their farms. Lucy's decision to give up her land suggests returning the stolen lands to the original 

owners to restore peace between the communities.  

 

Despite his modernist views and learned outlook, Lurie is yet to accept the irreversible changes 

happening in democratic South Africa and the consequences of the changing relations between 

blacks and whites.  

 

Through Lucy's forgiving the rapists and tolerant behavior toward Africans, Coetzee underlines the 

true sentiments expected by the Africans to reconcile the populations. By nursing the rapist boy 

bitten by her dog, Lucy subscribes to the Christian principle of turning the other cheek and shows 

optimism for the new South Africa against all odds. By juxtaposing Lucy's rape as a personal 

offense, and the sexual relationship between Lurie and Melanie as a public offense, Coetzee exposes 

the ambiguous interpretation of guilt under postcolonial conditions.  

 

Lucy stays faithful to her temperament and accepts her situation on the farm. She is very much in 

new South Africa, whereas Lurie is still rooted in the past days of the empire, despite his awareness 

of the changed situation and the injustices of the colonial past. The acceptance of the unavoidable 

consequences of colonialization towards the end of the novel by Lurie drives home the fact of 

irreversible imprints of the European hegemony on the people of Africa. 
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Reconciliation in Disgrace is possible only through the return of love for hatred 

Lucy's decision to forgive the rapists and marry Petrus appears to meet the expectations in the new 

South Africa to find peace between the communities. Lucy shows that she harbors no ill will towards 

the boy who was only 'learning' to commit rape and therefore cannot be a criminal, thereby almost 

agreeing with the view of Petrus that the boy cannot be punished. Moreover, she agrees to return her 

landholdings to an African, a symbolic return of the lands appropriated by the settlers.  

 

Besides these interpretations, Disgrace offers concrete hope for the future through the child growing 

up in the womb of Lucy. The child, a product of extreme hatred of blacks towards a white woman, is 

assured of the love of a mother and a life in a secular, democratic South Africa. Lucy provides an 

optimistic and plausible solution for the hatred bred by the ills of colonization. Her decision leads 

Lurie to live independently and help Bev Shaw put the ailing dogs and animals to death, accepting 

both mortality and the unchangeable developments in post-apartheid South Arica.   

 

Conclusion-Disgrace and Grace: 

Disgrace exposes the disgrace of the empire, the settlers, and the European community in South 

Africa, and the inescapable consequenses of the colonial expansion. Coetzee does not forgive the 

violence erupting in South Africa after the establishment of the new government, and and holds 

colonialism to be responsible for the post colonial, post apartheid violence. The novel discusses the 

fall of Prof. Lurie, as synonimous with the fall of all the settlers in the Eastern Cape. Though the 

blacks are shown as gaining power, their newfound freedom is flawed and shows a fall from grace 

and the grace Africans had before colonization. The only optimistic role is played by the character of 

Lucy, who rises to grace by attempting to uphold humanism and showing a will to right the wrong of 

centuries committed by the empire. Last but not least, In Disgrace, Coetzee avoids making religion a 

tool for reconciliation and forgiving communities, as there are no more simple solutions to overcome 

the irreversible consequences of colonization.   
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