
Racial Reality in J. M. Coetzee’s “Disgrace” (1999) 

Paul Kipchumba 

2019 

In “Disgrace” racial relations in post-Apartheid South Africa are explored through the sexual exploits 

of David Lurie a professor of communications at Cape Town Technical University who is 52 years 

old twice divorced White. From his former wife Rosalind he has a daughter Lucy who retreats into a 

farm in Salem after disliking her stepfather. Prof. Lurie engages in short sexual encounters after 

crossing lines with a married Muslim lady Soraya whom he spends time every Thursday afternoon in 

a restaurant. Then he finds himself in an unlikely sexual meet with his student Melanie Isaacs who gets 

him into trouble, leading to his dismissal from his teaching job.  

Prof. Lurie goes to stay with his daughter in the farm, where they are attacked, his car robbed, Lucy is 

raped and gets pregnant from a young African boy Pollux who happens to be a relation of Lucy’s 

African foreman, neighbour and business partner Petrus. Prof. Lurie continues to stay in the farm by 

helping Bev Shaw in the animal shelter. In the process he engages in a sexual fling with her, does not 

get along with Lucy then gets a house in Grahamstown. He also visits and haves dinner with the Isaacs 

in George then leaves for Cape Town to check his house which he finds vandalized, and in the 

university he has been replaced by a Dr. Otto. As part of his concern for his daughter he talks to her 

mother Rosalind. Thereafter, he goes back to Salem to visit her and continue helping Bev Shaw in the 

animal shelter where he helps to kill a dog which he liked.  

While the Africans as typified by Petrus are focused and know what they want, the Whites as 

exemplified by Prof. Lurie demonstrate a generational indecision about present and future realities in 

racial South Africa. It is only Lucy who has a clear idea of an African takeover by looking forward to 

selling the farm to Petrus and agrees to be his contractual third wife to buy his protection. She does 

not subscribe to the idea of going to Holland nor engaging in networks that could take her higher in 

the social hierarchy away from peasant farming because she believes that whatever is done lower or 

higher in the social hierarchy is done by fellow human beings.  

Lucy is a lesbian who is raped and gets pregnant but does not want to abort and promises to be a 

good mother. Petrus plans to marry Lucy into his family. Prof. Lurie wants Lucy to abort, the rape 

victims to be punished, and Lucy to sell the land and leave for Holland or to Cape Town with him. 

However, by reconciling herself to polygamy away from lesbianism, Lucy upholds the promise of 

Africa’s culture.  

There are a couple of cultural contrasts between the races in “Disgrace”. The Whites place a lot of 

emphasis on animal rights and faith in animal (dog) protection as illustrated by Lucy and Bev Shaw, 

whereas the Africans focus on cattle as in the case of Petrus buying some of them to host a huge party. 

Lesbianism, divorce, adultery and prostitution among the Whites are mirrored by polygamy and 

marriage among the Africans as stated by Petrus that he wants to marry Lucy into his family. Rape is 

equally a non-issue but a private affair according to Africans as hinted by Lucy, most probably because 

of either lack of women empowerment or because of cultural considerations.  

Filial piety is missing among the Whites. Young Melanie Isaacs and her boyfriend confront Prof. Lurie. 

Lucy disrespects and disregards the advice of her father. She is confident in pursuing her own life. She 



says that she cannot continue being a child and that he cannot continue being a father and that he was 

not the best guide in her case at that time. On the other hand, the boy Pollux despite impregnating 

Lucy is strictly under the auspices of Petrus.  

Prof. Lurie is not remorseful about his misdeeds and agrees to damn himself into irreparable disgrace 

against the observations of his former wife Rosalind, the disciplinary committee led by his colleague 

Prof. Mathabane, his daughter Lucy, or the Isaacs interceding on his behalf. Together with Mr Ettinger 

who barricades himself inside his farm Prof. Lurie exhibits an unbridged racial divide in post-

Apartheid South Africa. Prof. Lurie’s attitude about impending racial realities is more disgraceful than 

his life without a commensurate income-earning work. The focus and commitment of Petrus and the 

laxity and disgrace of Prof. Lurie is a racial contrast. Therefore, in my view, what is disgraceful 

according to J. M. Coetzee is the decline of the Whites, the rise of the Africans, and the intervening 

denial. 

 


