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J. M. Coetzee’s Booker winning novel generated a wide variety of opinions and 

discussions since its first appearance. Coetzee has always seen himself as a writer 

who is a product of the conflicting socio-historical fabric of South Africa. Coetzee’s 

Disgrace can be seen as a reflection of the problematic space the postcolonial 

authorial self occupies in post-apartheid South Africa where the writer must 

constantly engage with and perhaps deconstruct its own modes of ethico-political 

representation. In the novel, David Lurie who is a professor at a university in Cape 

Town, comes to live with his daughter Lucy, a woman who has taken up farming as 

her profession and has done considerably well to adopt herself to the lifestyle and 

socio-cultural condition of rural South Africa. In the course of the novel, Lucy is 

raped by three dark men in her own apartment and David too sustains serious 

injuries during the attacks. The ethical conflict in the novel ensues when Lucy 

decides to remain silent regarding the crime committed upon her. Lucy’s ethical 

silence opens up a discursive space. Coetzee uses this ‚silence‛ both to deconstruct 

the known modes of ethico-political representation of crime itself and also to 

critically intervene into the space that the postcolonial writer occupies with regard to 

representing that differential space that the subaltern occupies.  

The representative categories of gender, class and race do not acquire 

meaning in isolation but only through a highly relational and interdependent social 

network of signs. Thus it is not possible to analyze any one of them without 

acknowledging the highly intertwined structure of such social representative 

categories.  ‚An analysis of the novel’s representation of sexual violence in particular 

exposes the interdependence of the social categories of gender, class, and race and 

their accruing of meaning in relation to one another rather than a posteriori or in a 

cumulative manner. Disgrace demonstrates that rape is not primarily a gendered 
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crime that is then complicated by considerations of race or class, but a deeply 

discursive phenomenon whose material consequences are constituted by the 

profoundly racialized discourses that give it meaning‛ (Mardorossian 73 ). Despite 

David Lurie’s insistence that Lucy should press charges against her attackers, she 

refuses and offers the following explanation: ‚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‛ (Coetzee 158).  Does Lucy’s ‚freedom to 

be silent‛ (188) reflect the aporia of analysis? Or does it rather question the very 

significatory process that rape is a part of and not simply an act which arises out of a 

certain sexual or cultural code? The very act of rape initiates a body of discourse that 

moves beyond the body of the victim and perpetuates a chain of discourses that is 

metaleptically inscribed in the larger social body.  To see rape as a criminal offence 

that is isolated prior to and after the crime is in itself an ideological illusion that 

wards off any deep probing into the very constructions of gender, sexuality or race. 

Rape is naturalized and often given the status of what Zizek would call a ‚quilting 

signifier‛ (or a signifier that clubs together the different and contradictory elements 

in a structure to produce the effect of a coherent and monolithic structural unity) 

that helps to group together a number of problematic social and cultural phenomena  

in order to nullify any deep social anxiety and to provide an easy and quick 

justificatory process that promises to keep the liberal rhetoric of democracy intact. 

And thus the grouping together of a number of cultural signifiers to read into the act 

of ‚rape‛ is symptomatic in every society and perhaps more so in a postcolonial 

space that is still haunted by the spectres of the apartheid.  

Through his characteristically skillful use of narration and juxtaposition, 

Coetzee takes a horrific scene of violence and urges readers to view it not as the 

aporia of analysis, but as an opportunity to overhaul normative approaches to rape, 

justice, and human relationships. ‚Readers are encouraged to rethink not just the 

assumptions through which black on white rape is viewed but also the deeply 

racialized way in which rape is naturalized precisely as a black on white crime (thus 

decriminalizing white on white sexual violence)‛ (Mardorossian 74) . The violence 

directed against Lucy should be read not just as an instance of the black on white 

violence that is seen as defining racial relations. Earlier in the novel we find Lucy’s 

father Prof. Lurie engaging in a brief liaison with one of his students which Lurie 

justifies as an act of natural desire. However the proceedings which are undertaken 

by the university fail to take into account the voice of the gendered subaltern (the 
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victim is rendered silent through the disciplinary process). Ethical and moral 

questions are raised within the confines of the white liberal, democratic system and 

Lurie is offered the chance of going through a reformation which show that the 

entire proceedings fail to  

Lucy’s refusal to report her rape is to read in a context that refuses to be 

defined in the rhetoric of the white liberal democratic values of social and 

individual. In response to her father’s incessant entreaties, she simply says: ‚I can’t 

talk any more, David, I just can’t *…+ I know I am not being clear. I wish I could 

explain but I can’t‛ (Coetzee 155). While he holds on to abstractions and readings to 

try and make sense of the event, she resists his determination to find a rationale, 

logic or a sign that would provide him with the easy answer that the liberal 

democratic values of justice find easy to posit and pinpoint as the easily discernible 

causes of such events.  Most importantly, she challenges any of his attempts at 

positing himself (or her) in a position where they could ethically determine as the 

transparent communicator of knowledge about the other. Her unwillingness to 

rationalize her decision also reflects the fact that she knows she is caught between a 

rock and a hard place when it comes to representing herself as a rape victim in 

postapartheid South Africa. If she presses charges, the gendered dimension of the 

rape will immediately be recuperated by a racially motivated reading and reify 

social hierarchies that have historically been produced precisely through the link 

between rape and the construction of race. As social historians like John Baeyens and 

William Beinart have shown, the way rape has been brought to the public’s attention 

since the nineteenth century has primarily been through racism. In the United States, 

for instance, fraudulent rape charges were routinely invoked as grounds for the 

lynching of black men. The tough-on-crime rape policies that emerged after the 

1970s were primarily adopted to protect (white) women against black criminality. 

Similarly, in South Africa, until the abolition of the death penalty, more black men 

were hanged for raping white women than white men for raping black women.  

Lucy as a woman, a lesbian and as the victim of a brutal and traumatic rape, is 

perhaps a subaltern figure bordering on the margins of representation. Devoid of 

agency and the narrative of self representation in the text, her ambiguous silence 

regarding the crime committed upon her might be seen as refusing to engage in an 

episteme that discursively fails to give a voice to the marginalized. Her body is 

written with discourses and signifiers that inevitably link her ‚self‛ within the 

paradigm of the white supremacist identity. And thus representing the ‚self‛ would 

mean representating that ‚other‛, the boundaries of which she herself could never 
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dictate.  Thus while her identity within that broader socio-cultural paradigm might 

seem to empower her if she had resorted to seek any legal redress, it also runs the 

danger of re-initiating the discourse of racism and ‚otherization‛ that itself helped to 

shape the very contours of the white, supremacist self. Lucy’s awareness of the 

history of ‚black peril‛1 scares and their misappropriation for the justification of 

black oppression makes her reluctant to seek legal redress for the crime. ‚Practices of 

representation are eminently recuperable as the ground for hierarchies of oppression 

and privileged ontological positions that problematically rely on binaries such as 

black and white‛ (Mardorossian 75). As she says to Lurie ‚You want to know why I 

have not laid a particular charge with the police. I will tell you, as long as you agree 

not to raise the subject again. The reason is that, as far as I am concerned, what 

happened to me is a purely private matter. In another time, in another place it might 

be held to be a public matter. But in this place, at this time, it is not. It is my business; 

mine alone [...] This place being South Africa‛ (Coetzee 112).  And thus Lucy’s acute 

understanding of her own subject position and the peculiar body of discourses that 

tend to signify her ‚self‛ and ‚body‛ leads her to maintain an enigmatic silence 

regarding the crime - a silence that is both an aporia in so far as it refuses any easy 

methodological analysis and also a threat to the dominant discourses that sustain the 

white supremacist heteronormative logic. Bhubaneswari Bhaduri’s peculiar subject 

position as the subaltern and the plethora of the self-contradictory discourses that 

attempted to explain her enigmatic suicide as cited in Gayatri Spivak’s ‚Can the 

Subaltern Speak?‛ points at how the gendered subaltern is inevitably engulfed in a 

plethora of discourses that subsume her within the dominant modes of hegemonic 

discourses of representation.  And thus Lucy’s politics of representation stresses the 

impossibility of attempting to represent ‚the self‛ in a climate where her body is 

overwritten with narratives of power that go beyond her to the very heart of a racist 

and white supremacist ‚self‛.  It would be wrong to see Lucy’s refusal to seek legal 

reparation not as a refusal to resist such crimes but more as a resistance against a 

legal ideological machinery that seeks to isolate the crime from the criminal and sets 

it in the context of a collective violence or criminality that was epistemologically 

historically situated to sustain its own mechanisms.  It is perhaps Lucy is refusing to 

be raped ‚insofar as she recognizes that her rapist is history *…+ It is the history of 

[racial] apartheid she identifies as the instigator of the horrific violence she was 

subjected to, but it is also a history that is in fact history‛(Mardorossian 77).  

According to Lucy Valerie Graham, ‚sensationalised media accounts of white 

women raped by black men were symptoms of the ‘black peril’ hysteria of the early 

twentieth century and contributed to oppressive legislative measures against black 
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people in South Africa‛ (435). ‚Black peril‛ scares throughout the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries in many colonial countries reflected white anxieties in 

the times of change and socio-economic crises leading to severe legislative measures 

against indigenous populations. ‚One could argue that rerunning black peril-type 

representations in the media and in election campaigns potentially plays on white 

paranoia, and obscures the fact that most rapes in South Africa are intraracial‛ 

(Graham 435) . Thus the statistical figures often cited in the western media reports 

regarding the high rate of crime against white women by blacks were very often the 

products of western white paranoia and a sense of threat to the imaginary racial 

purity of the white population. The African National Congress (ANC) in their 

submission during the Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) hearings on racism in 

the media (1999), protested that the white media in South Africa have continued to 

propagate negative depictions of black Africans which is most noticeable in reports 

about crime and rape, quoting examples from South African newspapers, The Sunday 

Times and The Mail and The Guardian. Internationally the ‚black peril‛ 

representations that feed on white paranoia and the image of the white supremacist 

ego have been highly marketable. In 1950, Doris Lessing's New York publisher, 

Alfred Knopf, asked Lessing to change the plot of her novel The Grass is Singing to 

accommodate an explicit rape of the white female protagonist by Moses, a black 

man, in accordance with the mores of the country. Lessing refused claiming: ‚the 

whole point of The Grass is Singing was the unspoken devious codes of behavior of 

the whites‛ (Lessing 7). However, when the novel came out in paperback, Lessing 

was shocked to find on its front cover ‚a lurid picture of a blond cowering terrified 

while a big buck nigger [...] stood over her, threatening her with a panga‛ (Lessing 

7). She pointed out that ‚In the minds of publishers at least, such 'porno-tropics' 

evidently made for lucrative publications‛ (Graham 437).   

The novels critical engagement with ethicality and the limits of discursive 

representation also brings up the concept of animality as the site of the ground zero 

of ethics and the ends of representation. David Luri’s initial take on animals is that 

they belong to a slightly inferior order ‚they don’t have proper souls. [...] Their souls 

are tied to their bodies and die with them‛ (Coetzee 78). Being trained in a western 

philosophical academic tradition, he presupposes a certain anthropomorphic notion 

regarding them - they are the site of non-being, they are without souls or the 

capability of self-reflection. Lurie merely echoes what Derrida had considered as the 

predominant attitude of western thought regarding animals and animality in his 

book The Animal That Therefore I Am. However the incident of rape turns his world 

upside down and all his rational judgements regarding the soul, ethics and 



The Apollonian 2.1 (April 2015) 53 
 

metaphysics no longer seem to offer him any more answers. Lurie towards the later 

half of the novel, to his own utter surprise, seems to develop a kind of affinity 

towards the other beasts. Animality for Derrida marks the space of the non-entity, 

the ground zero of morality and ethics. Significantly Lucy justifies her silence and 

the peculiar ethical stance she has decided to adopt – ‚But perhaps that is a good 

point to start from again [...] To start at ground level with nothing. Not with nothing 

but. With nothing. No cards, no weapons, no property, no dignity [...] Yes, like a 

dog‛ (Coetzee 205). According to Gayatri Spivak, ‚the eruption of the ethical 

interrupts and postpones the epistemological - the undertaking to construct the other 

as object of knowledge‛ (‚Ethics and Politics‛ 1). Perhaps Lucy’s ‚nothing‛ 

exemplifies this very eruption of the ethical into the epistemic modes of social value 

judgements and which somehow seeks to disrupt the very frame within which the 

act of rape might be contextualized and given the form of any rationalization. The 

‚nothing‛ states the problematic in the very construction of the ‚other‛ as a space of 

rationalization and understanding. The ‚nothing‛ marks the abysmal space that lies 

between the ‚self‛ and the ‚other‛ , the ‚self‛ of the juridico-ethical system that tries 

to explain the ‚other‛ by placing itself in a privileged ethical position of absolute 

knowledge (regarding that ‚other‛). The spectre of the enigmatic history of racial 

discourses in South Africa almost makes it impossible for the legal system (the self-

pronounced arbitrator of rights and justices) to separate the individual crime from 

the larger discourse of racialism that would seek to define and delimit the crime to 

serve its own petty liberal, juridico-ethical ends. According to Spivak, the silence of 

Lucy and her counter-focalization in the novel’s narrative reflects ‚precisely this 

limited perfect validity of the liberal white ex-colonizer’s understanding that 

Disgrace questions through the invitation to focalize the enigma of Lucy‛ (‚Ethics 

and Politics‛ 24). Lucy’s refusal to speak out and her counter-focalization in the 

narrative should not be read as the novel’s failure to represent the voice of the 

subaltern female but as a ‘politically fastidious awareness of the limits of its power’ 

(Spivak 24).  If the ethical constantly disrupts the epistemic value systems then 

Lucy’s conscious decision to keep silent regarding the rape should be read as the 

signs of a negation of the older epistemic-value system - that same value system 

which had attempted to reform David Lurie in a typical enlightenment style by 

suggesting him behavioural and social reformation without delving deep into the 

gender and cultural hierarchies that dictate such sexual crimes. Thus Coetzee’s 

evocation of ‚animality‛ as the site of ground-zero of ethical reasoning becomes the 

crux of the novel’s own departure from any self-assuring privileged position of 

unmediated ethical reasoning.  
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Critics and writers like Nadine Gordimer have often condemned Lucy’s 

decision to accept her fate as a symbol of the redistribution of power in 

postapartheid South Africa and seeing her rapists as gathering apartheid debts. Does 

Lucy’s decision to be silent reflect the aporia of analysis? She is not, as Lurie puts it, 

‘expiat*ing+ the crimes of the past by suffering in the present’ (Coetzee 112) but 

redeeming the present in the name of the future. The spectres of the apartheid in 

Africa and its ghosts are likely to be reinvoked through various other social and 

cultural practices and it is perhaps through ethical silences such as these that the 

future might be redeemed through the present with its acknowledged debt of the 

burdens of the past. Lucy’s silence is not to be read as a refusal to resist as many 

noted critics have pointed out. Nor does the crime of rape reflect the aporia of 

analysis in this context. It perhaps marks a point of departure from normative ethical 

stands that seek to redress such crimes by assuming a privileged position to place 

itself as an objective arbitrator of knowledge about the ‚criminal other‛. Such 

systems inevitably end up essentializing the ‚other‛ and assuming a priori 

knowledge about the ‚other‛. Lucy does understand that her seeking legal redress 

would evoke the racial stereotyping, white phobia and thus the ghosts of the 

Apartheid would come to haunt again. A redressal of crime against ‚one‛ would 

result in crimes against ‚many‛. The crime on Lucy is not unrepresentable and 

perhaps Coetzee is not talking about the ethical passivity one normally associates 

with poststructuralist readings that stress on the aporetic nature of ‚events‛. Instead 

the novel perhaps aims at avoiding what cultural studies calls the ‚violence of 

representation‛ by offering an ethical gesture that calls for a disruption to 

unmediated representation. The ethical stance in a postmodern, postcolonial 

universe is offered in the form of a silence - a silence that threatens the received 

values of the epistemic order as well as opens up a space of critical dialogism. Like 

Spivak who in ‚Can the Subaltern Speak‛ argues that any  ethical strategy of 

representation will work within a framework that acknowledges the impossibility of 

fully or completely knowing ‚others‛,  Coetzee’s portrayal of Lucy’s silence 

regarding the crime committed upon her too can be seen as falling within this 

framework of ethical engagement with the ‚other‛ question not only within the 

context of criminality or postcolonial representation but also beyond the ‚ethical‛ to 

the very questioning of the ‚ethical‛ itself within its own discursive boundaries. 
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ENDNOTE: 

1. ‚Black Peril‛ scares refer to the fear of colonial settlers that black men are attracted 

to white women and are having sexual relations with them. This goes back to class and race 

prejudices. Examples can be seen in British colonialism of India and Africa. It was theorized that 

the fear of this Black Peril, the rape threats, as seen through the eyes of the white male settlers, 

were essentially a rationalization of white men's fear of sexual competition from black men and 

also due to insecurities regarding racial purity.  
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