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Abstract 

With concepts like ‘grace’ and its loss, J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace is a treasure ground 

of allusions to history and psychology. The biblical connotations drawn most apparently from 

the epic Paradise Lost, wafting throughout the novel have undeniable relations with its 

primary issue: post-colonialism. Set in a post-Apartheid Africa, the plot has numerous 

references to the colonial and post-colonial situations as well as the imbalance left in the 

society in their aftermath. While theories of patriarchy, feminism and Orientalism provide 

insight into the treatment of characters and situations, we can observe marked similarities 

between the portraiture of Coetzee’s anti-hero and Milton’s Satan who is popularly perceived 

as enjoying the blind poet’s sympathies. The paper endeavours to study Coetzee’s characters 

alongside Milton’s while making an analysis of his narrative technique focussing on Gerard 

Genette’s ‘fore-takes’ in an attempt to understand what the text might actually be saying 

between the lines. 
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Introduction 

Replete with double meanings, J M Coetzee’s Disgrace is a novel that affords 

seemingly calculated parallels with not just the history of mankind, but also with the story of 

Genesis and the Fall of Man- the original fall from grace. A postcolonial study of the society 

in a post-Apartheid Africa, Disgrace tells us the story of David Lurie, a white man, in an 

essentially black nation. An adjunct professor of Communications at the Cape Technical 

University, Lurie is inspired by the romantics, and in his lectures on Wordsworth and Byron, 

divulges on ideas that anticipate certain events in the novel later. When his regular Thursdays 

with the escort named Soraya end in an invasion of her privacy, Lurie, twice divorced, drifts 

from one unsatisfactory woman to another and ultimately winds up having an affair with one 

of his own students. Cast out of society for his immoral behaviour, and out of the University 
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for his unethical conduct David Lurie in his resolute defiance of guilt, reminds us of Lucifer 

being thrown out of Heaven for proudly defying God.  

As we look into the ramifications of situating a white man in Africa, we turn to 

Milton’s Paradise Lost which, being based on biblical facts, aids us in a clearer 

understanding of Satan and his colonial identity. Christianity and colonialism find a common 

base with the story of Lucifer’s expansion into the new world of Earth, recalled in Lurie’s 

existence in Africa. The new world is no place for Lucifer, neither is it accepting of Lurie- a 

white man who is doomed to carry his forefathers’ colonial legacy. In Coetzee, post apartheid 

Africa is the new world revelling in its newfound knowledge of power over the age long 

domination of imperialists. The lost paradise that the white man had created for himself in 

apartheid Africa gives way to a hellish existence. The overthrown empire is now rendered 

helpless and at the mercy of the dehumanised natives. Tables turned, the white man suffers in 

a state equivalent to purgatory or hell. In this state of affairs, the colonizer or the white man 

loses control to the colonized or the black man who is almost drunk with power on this 

revelation and abuses his rights now to dominate over the white man. This provides the black 

man with the platform to express his rage and fury which eventually creates an imbalance in 

the society leading to the white man’s rights being encroached upon- a situation we 

understand as post-apartheid. Ideas of patriarchy and feminism come into the fray as the 

exploiters and the exploited wield the double edged sword of power. 

Gerard Genette’s idea of the ‘prolepsis’ or the fore-take is a part of Coetzee’s 

narrative technique which can be found in such cases as the one anticipating the scandal and 

the resettlement of Lurie himself in his telling Melanie about Byron’s life and the fact that he 

is working on the poet’s time in Italy.  

But Italy wasn’t where Byron died. He died in Greece. He went to Italy to escape a scandal, 

and settled there. Settled down. Had the last big love-affair of his life. (pg. 15) 

A few chapters hence, Lurie too, in an attempt to escape the scandal, takes off to his 

daughter’s smallholding in the Eastern Cape near Salem. He settles down there, to ultimately 

indulge in a love affair of a different nature, that is, in discovering empathy for the terminally 

ill and suffering animals being euthanized by Bev Shaw. The fore-take here reinforces the 

actual event that shapes the plot line.  

Prolepsis or the ‘fore-take’ interrupts linearity while also upsetting the reader’s 

omniscient position that would be reinforced by a strict chronology in which everything 

unfolds as events are narrated sequentially. Paradise Lost contains instances of prolepsis in 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 3.114, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 4, Issue 9, October 2016 

 

110 
www.jiarm.com 

numerous cases. An important illustration is when Satan first coaxes Eve into disobeying 

God. While she is sleeping, Satan comes up to Eve in the form of a frog and attempts to 

influence her by whispering in her ear. Following this, her dream about the forbidden fruit of 

the tree of knowledge or the tree of good and evil as recounted in Book V is proleptic in that 

the incident finds itself repeated in Book IX when Eve is, in all consciousness, enticed by 

Satan, this time in the guise of a serpent. Another instance of prolepsis can be seen in the 

conversation between Eve and Adam about her vision of eating the apples of the forbidden 

tree of knowledge which anticipates the events that occur later in Book IX. Here, Adam 

shows a lack of concern or sensitivity in response to Eve’s narration of her dream which is 

then reiterated in Book IX where we find that he is also insensitive and inattentive to her 

expression of her anxieties, which ultimately leads to their separation and her inevitable 

plunge into man’s original sin, that is, disobedience to God. The prolepses concerning Eve 

and her encounters with Satan (which could also be understood as prophetic admonitions of 

an inevitable plot twist in the offing) have a ritualistic, repetitive function, which Milton uses 

in order to emulate a relationship between religious scripture and ceremony. The fore-takes 

thus, authenticate the future narratives and have a major contribution in establishing and 

foregrounding the ‘themes’ of a story. 

Re-enacting Lucifer and Eve, Lurie attempts to entice Melanie in order to satiate his 

desires of a different nature (Lucifer’s desire being the doom of man). As Coetzee chooses to 

describe Lurie’s dialogue as ‘the serpent’s word’, we are given an instance of a first 

unsuccessful attempt by the serpent to mar the woman’s innocence.  

“From fairest creatures we desire increase” he says, “that thereby beauty’s rose 

might never die.” Not a good move. Her smile loses its playful, mobile quality. The 

pentameter, whose cadence once served so well to oil the serpent’s word, now only 

estranges... She puts down her cup. ‘I must leave, I’m expected’. (pg 16) 

This event serves as a fore-take of another day when Melanie succumbs to the 

serpent’s well-oiled words and is exploited by the white man. 

Coetzee draws comparison to Lucifer time and again as he describes Lurie and his 

actions. As Lucifer coaxed Eve into sinning with flattery, Lurie seduces Melanie into forging 

an unethical relationship with a man twice her age, which eventually brings about their fall 

from grace. Furthermore, in a stark example of patriarchy, Lurie vocalises his opinion of a 

woman being a mere instrument for the benefit of a man. Eve, created by God on Adam’s 
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request for a companion to quell his loneliness, is the model of woman’s identity reduced to 

being of service to man. 

...a woman’s beauty does not belong to her alone. It is a part of the bounty she brings 

into the world. She has a duty to share it. (pg 16) 

As he pursues and chases the young student, Lurie’s lectures in the University turn to 

become suggestive of the white man’s image in an apartheid Africa. Melanie represents the 

black woman, ruined by the disregarding and selfish hedonism of the white man who has 

justified his colonial activities. With the discussion on the term ‘usurp upon’, Coetzee also 

hints on the encroachment of the man on the woman’s space: Lurie on Soraya’s personal life, 

Lurie on Melanie’s sexual life, the three black men on Lucy’s personal, sexual as well as her 

emotional life. The white man’s encroachment on a colonized Africa also reverberates in the 

words ‘usurp upon’. 

Coetzee defines Lucifer in a classroom discussion where Lurie asks his students what 

kind of a creature Lucifer is to which a boy replies- “He does what he feels like. He doesn’t 

care if it’s good or bad. He just does it.” With a ‘mad heart’, Lurie is no different in his 

actions. The unthinking ‘other’ is projected back on the white man. Lurie is Lucifer. He does 

what he feels like doing. Acting on impulses and not on principles, Lurie is the being with 

whom there is something constitutionally wrong. He lives among them, but is not one of 

them. He is a monster, a colonizer; a luring Lucifer, who with his charming eloquence, 

persuades Eve to sin ensuring man’s fall from grace. Lurie accepts that he is a viper; all the 

while practising an arrogance and a denial of guilt that recalls Lucifer. In this, Coetzee 

essentially makes evil synonymous with following one’s instincts, giving rise to questions 

about whether he, like Milton, sympathises with Lucifer. Coetzee also makes the ‘morally 

wrong’ Lurie the hero of his text reiterating Milton’s epic. Lurie’s stance on his scandal 

invites readers to question whether it is the society that is prejudiced against a man for acting 

on his instincts. This leads the reader to achieve an understanding of why man is given the 

higher ground instead of animals. The importance of empathy in a human being is drilled into 

Lurie towards the end of the novel as instincts give way to compassion which can be seen in 

his relationships with dogs as well as his behaviour with Bev Shaw- a woman he looks at in 

terms of the ‘other’. 

Identifying the East as the ‘Other’ and inferior to the West, according to Edward Said, 

is the European cultural tradition of ‘Orientalism’. The Orient, to the Western mind of the 

‘Occident’, is ‘a sort of surrogate and even underground self’. This goes to mean that the East 
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is held as the repository or projection of those aspects of the Westerners which they choose to 

deny in themselves (sensuality, cruelty, decadence, etc.). At the same time, and 

paradoxically, the East is seen as a fascinating realm of the exotic, the mystical and the 

seductive, which appeals to David Lurie in the form of first Soraya, the escort, and then by 

Melanie, or as he thinks of her- ‘the dark one’. It also tends to be seen as homogenous, the 

people there being anonymous masses rather than individuals, their actions determined by 

instinctive emotions like lust, terror, fury, etc., rather than by conscious choices or decisions. 

These denotations, that are so passionately refused acknowledgement by the civilized 

colonizer of the Occident, are surprisingly the defining words for Lurie himself. It is quite 

apparent that the differences between the “rational West” and the “irrational Other” have 

aided in providing leverage to the European identity, placing it at a superior position in 

comparison to any non-European ethnicity and have thus, served as a pretext for coercion, 

forced dominance, manipulation and exploitation in more than one form. Colonialism, under 

the lens of this theory established by Edward Said, can be examined as a binary relationship 

shared by a superior and dominant Occident and an inferior and submissive Orient. It is by 

these terminologies and theories that we can arrive at an understanding of the ‘other’ as that 

which is considered an outsider by the dominant Occident.  

The ‘Other’ is also the woman, othered from the man. In light of Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, the woman, as a result of patriarchy, is identified by an object-

like existence- an idea Coetzee has explored in Disgrace. Following the Hegelian notion of 

the subject-object dialectic, Beauvoir’s theory of the male-female dichotomy renders the 

woman as a sexualized, objectified and subordinated ‘other’. No longer made out of man’s 

rib to be his equal, the woman is an entity separate from the man who perceives her as less 

than himself. Eve’s gullibility, her vanity and her weaker resolve made an easy target of her 

for the snake to slither its way to success. As she takes the first bite, she also takes the weight 

of the consequences while Adam comes out a hero for the love that compels him to follow 

her to doom. This perception of the woman as less worthy than the man may be projected on 

the East-West/ Orient-Occident relationship. The other is also unknown and thus mystical, 

but unattached. The female is viewed through the lens of alienation and is therefore used as a 

location where one relieves himself of anger, dissatisfaction, instinctive desires and fears. 

Disgrace examines the idea of the woman’s body as a site of violence. Like a battlefield, the 

female body is ravaged and looted of grace leaving it bloody and in ruin.  
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Anticipating the later event of the attack by three black men, Lucy mentions a 

welcome visit by three wild geese every year. The word ‘three’ is stressed upon as Lurie 

thinks about a threesome with himself, Lucy and Melanie first, then with himself, Soraya and 

Melanie, emitting high sexual as well as incestuous undertones. The emphasis on the number 

three also evokes ideas of the Holy trinity and the three magi.  

“They come back every year. The same three. I feel so lucky to be visited. To be the 

chosen one.” (pg. 88) 

Lucy feeling lucky to be visited by the three wild geese suggests a welcoming of 

goodwill whereas, in reality, ‘the three’ ironically signifies the three black men who rob 

them, kill the dogs, put Lurie’s head on fire and rape Lucy. The prolepsis foregrounds the 

incident, invoking a kind of religious submission and awe, as well as a sense of inevitability 

of the tragedy in the reader with the Christian elements brought into play. 

Writers and critics of the Romantic era forwarded the idea that Lucifer was a 

Promethean hero, rebelling against an unjust God. These ideas are based mostly on the 

portrayal of the fallen angel in the first two books of Paradise Lost where Lucifer rises from 

the lake of fire after being hurled into the Deep and delivers a heroic speech challenging God 

who had cast the entire battling Seraphim out of paradise. He incites the other apostate angels 

with an assurance of making “a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n” (Book I, pg 255) and backs 

it up with a proud and resolute statement saying, “Better to reign in Hell than serve in 

Heav’n” (Book I, pg 263). Lucifer then, calls for the grand council with Beelzebub and the 

rest of the fallen angels. In the end, however, he goes forth on his own to cross Chaos and to 

find Earth. Without a doubt, this depiction of Lucifer puts him up on a pedestal, glorifying his 

pride and resolution which casts him in a heroic light in his initial introduction to the reader. 

The Romantics (the poets that Lurie passionately teaches as part of his course in the 

Cape Technical University) perceived Lucifer not exactly as the satanic character that poets 

before them did but as a character that is “usurped upon”. The Romantics, a liberal group of 

critics, make an attempt to understand and sympathise with Lucifer. In a similar tone, the 

colonizer perceives his intrusion as bringing natural enlightenment and civilization to the 

native or the less privileged, which is echoed when Lurie finds justification in his immoral 

actions with the contention that they were based on man’s natural instincts and desires. He 

believes that desire should not be repressed and that it is only natural to act on impulses with 

the argument that it was Eros, the god who was working through him. 
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“My case rests on the rights of desire...I was a servant of Eros... It was a god who 

acted through me.” (pg 89) 

In thwarting God and bringing down man from Eden, Lucifer is believed to have 

created the way of the unfaithful towards hell, while leaving the way to salvation for those 

humans who choose freely to obey God. However, he provides no salvation for himself. 

Lucifer and the other fallen angels have already sealed their fates. Forever doomed to hell, 

they have no respite. This idea, when compared to Lurie’s fate, questions humanity’s ability 

to rise from disgrace. Mankind has been given another chance to regain the paradise once 

lost. The unfaithful and the disobedient need only rectify their ways by reaffirming their faith 

in God and through penance. Throughout the novel, Lurie shows similarity with Lucifer 

which goes through a metamorphosis toward the close. With Lurie being at the receiving end 

of someone else’s inconsiderate actions, the Romantic idea of standing up to God’s will falls 

apart and Lurie progresses from being Lucifer to a character more like Michael who escorts 

the dead to the other side. A more angelic than a satanic figure, Lurie now submits to a higher 

power than his own desires and shows empathy for the euthanized animals as part of his 

penance. This calls for an understanding of man’s innate moral capacities and questions 

society’s contribution to the actions of an individual. The Christian idea of redemption 

materializes in David Lurie’s growth as he gradually learns to submit to the inevitability of 

fate while working for his salvation through kindness and compassion.  
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