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ABSTRACT

This article investigates the negotiation of otherness, identity, and survival in J.M. Coetzee’s post-
apartheid narratives, with particular focus on Disgrace (1999) and selective references to later works such as
Elizabeth Costello (2003) and The Childhood of Jesus (2013). Coetzee’s fiction foregrounds how post-apartheid
South Africa remains a space of contested identities, shifting power relations, and fragile freedoms. Through
characters such as David Lurie, Melanie Isaacs, Lucy, and Petrus, Disgrace dramatizes the interplay of gendered
vulnerability, racial power, and land politics. Lucy’s refusal of legal recourse after her assault and her decision to
remain on her farm under Petrus’s protection exemplify “strategic unfreedom,” a form of survival that complicates
liberal ideals of autonomy. Lurie’s moral transformation, marked by humility in caring for abandoned animals,
highlights Coetzee’s ethical turn toward recognizing otherness in all its forms—human and nonhuman.

Drawing on postcolonial theory (Bhabha, Spivak), biopolitics and necropolitics (Foucault, Mbembe),
and the ethics of alterity (Levinas), the study demonstrates that survival in Coetzee’s post-apartheid fiction is less
about heroic resistance than about fragile negotiations of vulnerability, silence, and dependence. The analysis
concludes that Coetzee redefines freedom not as absolute mastery but as ethical survival within conditions of
unfreedom, thereby situating his work at the intersection of political critique and moral responsibility.

Keywords: J.M. Coetzee, Post-apartheid literature, Otherness, Identity, Survival, Power dynamics, Gender and
race, Ethical responsibility

1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Situating Coetzee in the Post-Apartheid Landscape

J.M. Coetzee, Nobel Laurcate and one of South Africa’s most influential writers,
occupies a unique position in the global literary canon. His works traverse colonial, apartheid,
and post-apartheid contexts, grappling with the shifting conditions of power, identity, and
survival. While his earlier novels, such as Waiting for the Barbarians (1980) and Life & Times
of Michael K (1983), foreground empire and apartheid authoritarianism, his post-apartheid
narratives—particularly Disgrace (1999)—turn toward the ethical dilemmas of a society
struggling to redefine itself after systemic racial oppression.

Post-apartheid South Africa was heralded as a “rainbow nation,” a democratic
dispensation where equality and reconciliation would replace segregation and violence. Yet
Coetzee resists celebratory narratives. Instead, his fiction underscores the persistence of
inequality, vulnerability, and domination in new forms. Disgrace, published just five years
after the first democratic elections, captures this uneasy moment of transition. It exposes how
the legacies of apartheid continue to shape land ownership, gender relations, and racial
dynamics, even as new social configurations emerge.
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By focusing on Disgrace—with supplementary references to Elizabeth Costello (2003)
and The Childhood of Jesus (2013)—this paper examines how Coetzee negotiates the themes
of otherness, identity, and survival in post-apartheid contexts. Rather than portraying
liberation as complete emancipation, Coetzee reveals freedom as precarious, survival as
contingent, and identity as relational.

1.2 Framing the Concepts of Otherness and Survival

The idea of “otherness” is central to both postcolonial theory and Coetzee’s fiction. As
Edward Said (1978) demonstrated in Orientalism, imperial discourses construct colonized
peoples as “others” to justify domination. In post-apartheid South Africa, otherness manifests
in complex ways—not only in racial divisions but also in gender, class, sexuality, and even
species boundaries. Coetzee broadens the scope of otherness to include marginalized figures
such as women, animals, and the displaced, underscoring how survival depends on negotiating
relationships across difference.

Survival in Coetzee is never heroic or triumphant. Instead, it often emerges in
compromised forms: silence, dependence, humility, or withdrawal. For Lucy Lurie in
Disgrace, survival entails remaining on her farm after a violent assault, accepting dependence
on her neighbor Petrus. For David Lurie, survival means abandoning his intellectual pride and
embracing humility through caring for abandoned dogs. These acts illustrate what this paper
calls strategic unfreedom—a mode of survival that resists domination not through defiance but
through accommodation, compromise, or care.

Thus, in Coetzee’s post-apartheid fiction, survival and otherness are intertwined. One
survives not by asserting autonomy but by negotiating vulnerability, acknowledging the
presence of the other, and rethinking what it means to live ethically within precarious
conditions.

1.3 Literature Review Context: Critical Approaches to Disgrace

Scholarly responses to Disgrace have been wide-ranging, focusing on its treatment of
race, gender, violence, and ethics. Early critics read the novel as a bleak commentary on post-
apartheid uncertainty, while more recent studies have emphasized its ethical dimensions.

Feminist readings focus on Lucy’s assault and subsequent choices, debating whether
her silence signifies disempowerment or resistance. For example, some critics argue that
Lucy’s refusal to pursue justice represents capitulation to patriarchal and racial violence, while
others interpret it as an act of resilience that challenges liberal ideals of autonomy (Attridge
2004; Williams 2025). Similarly, scholars highlight how David Lurie’s disgrace forces him
into ethical transformation, shifting from entitlement to humility (Head 2009).

Thematically, the novel has been analyzed through the lens of postcolonial theory,
examining how land, race, and power relations are renegotiated in the democratic era.
Mbembe’s (2003) concept of necropolitics has been applied to Lucy’s vulnerability, suggesting
that sovereignty persists in deciding whose lives are protected and whose are exposed to death.
Levinasian ethics of alterity have also been influential, positioning Lucy’s silence and Lurie’s
animal care as gestures of responsibility toward the other.
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Despite this robust body of scholarship, gaps remain. Many studies examine identity,
race, or gender separately, but fewer explore how survival itself is constituted through
negotiating otherness across multiple registers. This paper aims to fill that gap by emphasizing
the interplay of identity, otherness, and survival in post-apartheid Coetzee.

1.4 Theoretical Anchors: Postcolonialism, Biopolitics, and Ethics
To analyze Coetzee’s treatment of survival and otherness, the paper employs a multi-theoretical
framework.

e Postcolonial theory (Bhabha 1994; Spivak 1988) illuminates how identity is
destabilized in contexts of cultural hybridity and subaltern silence. Lucy, Melanie
Isaacs, and Petrus embody such dynamics, as their subjectivities are shaped by histories
of marginalization and negotiation.

e Biopolitics and necropolitics (Foucault 1977; Mbembe 2003) clarify how power
governs life and exposes certain bodies to death. In Disgrace, Lucy’s vulnerability and
Petrus’s ascendance exemplify how survival is structured by racialized and gendered
power.

o Ethics of alterity (Levinas 1969) highlights Coetzee’s emphasis on responsibility to
the other. Lurie’s transformation through caring for animals resonates with Levinas’s
insistence that ethics begins in encountering the face of the other.

By weaving these frameworks together, the paper situates Coetzee’s post-apartheid narratives
as both political critique and ethical inquiry.

1.5 Scope and Rationale
The paper focuses primarily on Disgrace because it is Coetzee’s most explicitly post-
apartheid novel, directly engaging with themes of race, gender, and power in the democratic
era. However, references to Elizabeth Costello and The Childhood of Jesus expand the
discussion to Coetzee’s broader ethical project. Elizabeth Costello interrogates human—animal
relations, extending the notion of otherness beyond racial and gendered boundaries. The
Childhood of Jesus explores survival in a quasi-utopian setting, where identity is unsettled and
belonging remains elusive. These works contextualize Disgrace within Coetzee’s ongoing
negotiation of otherness and survival.
The rationale for this focus is twofold:
1. It highlights Coetzee’s critical response to South Africa’s transition, showing how post-
apartheid freedom is fragile and contingent.
2. It situates Coetzee within global debates on ethics, survival, and the politics of
otherness, demonstrating his relevance beyond South Africa.

1.6 Research Questions
This study is guided by the following questions:
1. How does Coetzee portray identity and otherness in his post-apartheid narratives?
2. In what ways do characters negotiate survival under conditions of vulnerability?
3. How do gender, race, and land intersect to shape states of unfreedom in Disgrace?
4. What ethical possibilities does Coetzee imagine through humility, silence, and
responsibility to the other?

1.7 Argument in Brief

The central argument advanced in this paper is that Coetzee’s post-apartheid narratives
redefine survival as a negotiation of otherness. Rather than depicting freedom as full autonomy,
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he presents it as fragile and compromised, emerging within unfreedom. Characters like Lucy
and Lurie in Disgrace illustrate how survival requires embracing vulnerability, dependence,
and ethical responsibility. Coetzee suggests that post-apartheid South Africa, while politically
transformed, remains marked by deep inequalities and exposed lives. His fiction compels
readers to rethink freedom not as mastery but as ethical survival in relation to others.

1.8 Structure of the Paper
The paper is organized as follows:
e Introduction establishes the research problem, reviews scholarship, and outlines the
theoretical framework.
o Literature Review surveys critical responses to Disgrace and identifies gaps.
o Theoretical Framework elaborates postcolonial, biopolitical, and ethical approaches.
o Methodology explains the qualitative and interpretive approach.
o Analysis and Discussion examines Coetzee’s representation of identity, otherness, and
survival in Disgrace and related works.
o Findings synthesize insights, highlighting survival as strategic unfreedom.
e Conclusion reflects on Coetzee’s contribution to understanding post-apartheid ethics
and survival.

In Coetzee’s post-apartheid fiction, survival is never secure, identity is never stable,
and otherness is never fully reconciled. Instead, his characters embody the precarious
negotiations required to live ethically within conditions of vulnerability. By focusing on
Disgrace and situating it within Coetzee’s broader oeuvre, this paper argues that Coetzee
reimagines freedom not as liberation but as survival through otherness—an insight that
resonates both within and beyond South Africa’s post-apartheid context.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Since its publication in 1999, J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace has generated extensive
scholarly debate, becoming one of the most widely discussed post-apartheid novels. Critics
have analyzed its representation of race, gender, power, and ethics, often positioning it as
emblematic of South Africa’s fragile transition to democracy. Over the last two decades,
scholarship has evolved from initial shock at the novel’s bleak vision to more nuanced
interpretations of its ethical, political, and philosophical dimensions. This review synthesizes
critical perspectives on Disgrace and related Coetzee works, with special attention to recent
scholarship (2022-2025) that expands understandings of otherness, survival, and ethical
responsibility in the post-apartheid context.

2.1 Early Critical Responses: Violence, Race, and Pessimism

Early readings of Disgrace focused heavily on its grim portrayal of post-apartheid
South Africa. Some critics argued that the novel reinforces stereotypes of racial violence and
sexual threat. For example, Attwell (2002) described the novel as a “pessimistic allegory” that
presents post-apartheid society as chaotic and unredeemed. Similarly, Graham (2003)
suggested that Coetzee’s narrative risks reinscribing colonial fears by depicting Black
characters as either perpetrators of violence or silent figures.

Yet even in these early critiques, scholars recognized that Coetzee complicates easy

binaries. Lucy’s decision to remain on her farm after her assault, refusing to frame herself
purely as a victim, unsettles conventional liberal notions of justice. As Attridge (2004) noted,
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Disgrace resists closure, offering not solutions but ethical questions about survival,
responsibility, and co-existence.

2.2 Gender and Feminist Readings

One of the most contentious areas of scholarship concerns gender. Lucy’s rape and her
decision to keep her child have been variously read as submission, resistance, or pragmatic
survival. Boehmer (2002) argued that Lucy embodies a radical acceptance of vulnerability that
critiques patriarchal and colonial structures of mastery. On the other hand, critics like Barnard
(2007) expressed concern that the novel risks naturalizing female suffering as the price of
reconciliation.

Recent feminist scholarship continues to grapple with these tensions. Williams (2025),
for instance, re-examines Lucy’s silence as a form of “strategic unfreedom,” arguing that her
refusal to pursue legal justice exemplifies a survival strategy grounded in pragmatism rather
than defeat. By situating Lucy within broader discourses of gendered vulnerability, Williams
emphasizes that Coetzee compels readers to recognize survival as contingent and ethically
charged.

2.3 Race, Land, and the Post-Apartheid Settlement

Another central focus has been the racial politics of land and power. Petrus’s
transformation from servant to landowner has been widely interpreted as symbolic of shifting
racial hierarchies. Graham (2009) highlighted how the novel reflects anxieties about land
redistribution in South Africa, while Head (2009) argued that Petrus embodies both
empowerment and complicity, since his authority depends on Lucy’s subordination.

More recent scholarship builds on these insights. Smith (2025) emphasizes that Petrus’s
rise illustrates the intersection of race and ecological survival, showing how land politics
remain central to post-apartheid identity. Rather than viewing Petrus simply as Lucy’s
oppressor or protector, Smith argues that he embodies new forms of sovereignty tied to control
of resources, resonating with Mbembe’s theory of necropolitics. This approach highlights how
survival in Coetzee is not only personal but ecological and material.

2.4 Ethics, Alterity, and Responsibility

The ethical dimension of Disgrace has become a dominant thread in scholarship,
particularly influenced by Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy of alterity. For Levinas, ethics
begins in the encounter with the Other, whose vulnerability commands responsibility. Critics
such as Attridge (2004) and Poyner (2006) read David Lurie’s transformation—his care for
abandoned animals—as an ethical awakening, a recognition of otherness beyond human
hierarchies.

Recent works extend this perspective. Neimneh (2022) emphasizes how Disgrace
dramatizes the inadequacy of conventional justice systems, suggesting that true ethics lies in
humility, recognition, and care rather than in retribution. Similarly, Sharma (2023) connects
Coetzee’s representation of Lucy’s survival with the Levinasian imperative, arguing that her
silence embodies an ethics of responsibility that exceeds juridical categories.
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These readings reinforce the view that Coetzee is less interested in political solutions
than in ethical reorientations. His characters often find dignity not through mastery but through
care, vulnerability, and recognition of the other.

2.5 Biopolitics and Necropolitics

The application of biopolitical and necropolitical theory has opened new dimensions in
Coetzee studies. Foucault’s notion of biopower—the regulation of life through surveillance,
discipline, and control—resonates with the structures depicted in Disgrace. Mbembe’s
necropolitics, which emphasizes the sovereign power to dictate death, has been particularly
influential in analyzing Lucy’s assault.

Mbembe (2003) argues that in postcolonial states, sovereignty often manifests in
exposing certain populations to death. Scholars like Neimneh (2022) and Smith (2025) draw
on this framework to interpret Lucy’s vulnerability as symptomatic of broader structures where
gender and race intersect to determine whose lives are protected and whose are disposable.

By situating Disgrace within these theoretical discourses, critics highlight how Coetzee
reveals survival as precarious and contingent. The farm becomes a necropolitical space, where
law offers little protection and where survival depends on personal negotiation rather than
institutional justice.

2.6 Silence, Language, and Testimony

A recurring theme in scholarship is the role of silence. Lucy refuses to narrate her
assault publicly, while Lurie resists institutional confession. For many critics, this signals
Coetzee’s skepticism about the adequacy of language in representing trauma.

Attridge (2004) argues that silence in Disgrace is not emptiness but a form of ethical
witness. More recently, Sharma (2023) emphasizes how Lucy’s silence destabilizes liberal
discourses of rights and justice, insisting instead on private survival. In a similar vein, Williams
(2025) argues that Coetzee foregrounds silence as a mode of survival that resists both
victimhood and domination.

These perspectives highlight how Coetzee challenges readers to confront the limits of
representation. Rather than offering neat testimonies, his characters embody fractured,
ambiguous responses to trauma.

2.7 Comparative Studies: Beyond Disgrace

Although Disgrace remains the focal point of scholarship, critics have increasingly read
it in relation to Coetzee’s later works. Elizabeth Costello (2003), with its focus on human—
animal relations, extends the notion of otherness beyond the human. Scholars argue that Lurie’s
work at the animal clinic in Disgrace anticipates Costello’s ethical concerns about animals,
linking survival to cross-species responsibility (Head 2009; Neimneh 2022).

Similarly, The Childhood of Jesus (2013) has been read as a continuation of Coetzee’s
concern with identity, belonging, and survival in contexts of displacement. Critics like Smith
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(2025) highlight thematic continuities: characters negotiating identity in fragile communities,
survival achieved through care rather than power, and the destabilization of fixed identities.

These comparative perspectives situate Disgrace within Coetzee’s broader ethical
project, emphasizing that his negotiation of otherness extends beyond South Africa to global
and even universal contexts.

2.8 Recent Trends (2022-2025): Ethics of Survival and Strategic Unfreedom

The most recent scholarship emphasizes survival as a central theme, often described in
terms of “strategic unfreedom.” Williams (2025) and Sharma (2023) argue that Lucy’s choices
represent survival not as liberation but as accommodation within structures of vulnerability.
This perspective moves beyond earlier debates about whether Lucy is a victim or agent,
reframing her actions as pragmatic negotiations of power.

Similarly, recent ecological readings connect survival to material and environmental
conditions. Smith (2025) highlights how land, food, and ecology shape post-apartheid survival,
linking Petrus’s authority to resource control. These approaches broaden the scope of Coetzee
studies by showing how survival is both personal and systemic, embodied in bodies, land, and
ecosystems.

Finally, scholarship increasingly frames Coetzee’s ethics as globally relevant. Neimneh
(2022) and Sharma (2023) argue that Coetzee’s attention to vulnerability, otherness, and
survival resonates with contemporary concerns about refugees, climate change, and human—
animal relations. This positions Coetzee not only as a South African writer but as a global
moral thinker.
2.9 Synthesis and Research Gap

The scholarship reviewed demonstrates a rich engagement with Disgrace across
multiple perspectives: feminist, postcolonial, ethical, and biopolitical. Critics have illuminated
how Coetzee dramatizes gendered vulnerability, racial negotiation, and ethical responsibility.
More recent studies emphasize survival and otherness, highlighting the paradoxical nature of
freedom in post-apartheid contexts.

However, a research gap remains in synthesizing these insights into a unified
framework that explicitly connects identity, otherness, and survival. While many critics discuss
these elements separately, fewer studies integrate them to show how Coetzee redefines freedom
itself as survival within conditions of unfreedom. This paper addresses that gap by
foregrounding survival as the nexus where identity and otherness intersect in Coetzee’s post-
apartheid fiction.

The literature on Disgrace and Coetzee’s post-apartheid narratives reveals ongoing
debates about race, gender, ethics, and survival. From early critiques of pessimism to recent
explorations of strategic unfreedom, scholars have increasingly recognized the complexity of
Coetzee’s vision. The current study builds on this body of work while offering a fresh
contribution: it argues that Coetzee redefines survival as a negotiation of otherness,
emphasizing vulnerability, dependence, and ethical responsibility as the conditions of life in
post-apartheid South Africa.
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

A robust theoretical foundation is essential for analyzing how J.M. Coetzee’s post-
apartheid narratives negotiate identity, otherness, and survival. His fiction cannot be confined
to a single lens, since it simultaneously engages with colonial histories, postcolonial transitions,
philosophical ethics, and biopolitical realities. Accordingly, this study adopts an
interdisciplinary theoretical framework that brings together postcolonial theory, biopolitics and
necropolitics, and the ethics of alterity. These frameworks are not applied mechanically but
serve as interpretive tools for understanding the layered complexities of Coetzee’s fiction,
particularly Disgrace (1999), with supplementary references to Elizabeth Costello (2003) and
The Childhood of Jesus (2013).

3.1 Postcolonial Theory: Identity, Hybridity, and Subalternity

Postcolonial theory provides a critical vocabulary for understanding identity and
otherness in Coetzee’s narratives. South Africa’s transition from apartheid to democracy did
not erase the legacies of colonialism; rather, it produced new negotiations of belonging and
exclusion.

Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity is instructive. In The Location of Culture (1994),
Bhabha argues that colonial encounters produce hybrid identities that destabilize rigid binaries
of colonizer and colonized. In Disgrace, Lucy and Petrus embody such hybridity. Lucy, a white
South African, finds her identity unsettled in a rural environment where historical privilege no
longer guarantees security. Petrus, once a laborer, emerges as a landowner and protector,
embodying new hybrid forms of power. Their uneasy relationship illustrates Bhabha’s insight
that postcolonial identity is never pure but always negotiated within unequal dynamics.

Gayatri Spivak’s notion of the subaltern is equally relevant. Spivak (1988) famously
asked, “Can the subaltern speak?” to highlight how marginalized voices are silenced within
dominant discourses. In Disgrace, Melanie Isaacs, Lurie’s student, is silenced both by Lurie’s
exploitation and by the university’s bureaucratic language. Similarly, Lucy refuses to narrate
her rape in terms of legal discourse, choosing silence instead. These moments dramatize the
subaltern’s difficulty in being heard on her own terms, underscoring how otherness is
constituted through structural silencing.

Thus, postcolonial theory clarifies how Coetzee represents identity as relational, hybrid,
and often silenced. Otherness is not a static category but a process shaped by power, discourse,
and historical legacies.

3.2 Foucault and Biopolitics: Power and the Regulation of Life

Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics—the governance of populations through the
regulation of life—provides another crucial lens. In Discipline and Punish (1977) and The
History of Sexuality (1978), Foucault described how modern power shifts from sovereign
authority (the power to take life) to biopolitical control (the power to regulate life).

In Disgrace, biopolitics appears in the disciplinary structures of the university. Lurie’s
hearing demonstrates how institutions regulate speech, confession, and conduct. His refusal to
confess reveals resistance to the normalization of bodies and behaviors. Similarly, Lucy’s
survival is shaped by biopolitical realities of land, race, and gender: her body is exposed to
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violence because historical structures continue to regulate whose lives are protected and whose
are expendable.

Foucault’s framework also illuminates how Coetzee links sexuality to governance.
Lurie’s affair with Melanie is not merely personal but embedded in systems of power: academic
hierarchies, patriarchal entitlement, and institutional regulation. Through this, Coetzee
dramatizes how private desire becomes entangled with public authority.

3.3 Mbembe and Necropolitics: Sovereignty and Exposure to Death

While Foucault emphasizes the regulation of life, Achille Mbembe’s theory of
necropolitics (2003) emphasizes the sovereign power to dictate death. For Mbembe,
postcolonial states often reproduce colonial logics of domination, exposing certain populations
to death or social death.

In Disgrace, Lucy’s rape exemplifies necropolitical vulnerability. Her body becomes a
site where sovereignty is violently asserted, not by the state but by marginalized men who claim
symbolic authority through violence. Lucy herself recognizes this dynamic: “They see me as
owing something. They see themselves as debt collectors” (Coetzee 1999, 158). Her words
reveal how historical dispossession is reinscribed on her body, situating her within Mbembe’s
framework of lives rendered precarious by histories of domination.

Petrus’s rise to power also reflects necropolitical dynamics. As landowner, he acquires
the ability to protect or expose lives on the farm. Lucy’s survival depends on accepting his
authority, demonstrating how sovereignty in the post-apartheid era is dispersed but still defines
who is safe and who is exposed.

Mbembe’s theory clarifies that survival in Coetzee’s fiction is not secured by law or
democracy but negotiated within spaces where law is suspended and vulnerability is pervasive.

3.4 Levinas and the Ethics of Alterity

Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy of alterity provides a crucial ethical dimension. For
Levinas, ethics begins not with abstract principles but with the face-to-face encounter with the
Other. The Other’s vulnerability calls the self into responsibility, demanding recognition and
care (Levinas 1969).

In Disgrace, Lurie’s transformation illustrates Levinasian ethics. His work at the animal
clinic, burying unwanted dogs with dignity, represents a shift from entitlement to
responsibility. He learns to respond to the vulnerability of beings who cannot speak for
themselves, extending ethics beyond human boundaries. Coetzee thus dramatizes Levinas’s
insistence that ethics is infinite and begins with responsibility to the other.

Lucy’s silence after her assault can also be read through Levinas. Her refusal to narrate
her suffering in juridical terms underscores the irreducibility of trauma. Rather than seeking
recognition through the law, she embodies responsibility by choosing survival within her
vulnerability. Her decision unsettles Lurie but exemplifies Levinas’s claim that ethics
transcends rational calculation.
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Levinas’s framework highlights how Coetzee reconceptualizes freedom as ethical
survival. True freedom lies not in autonomy but in acknowledging dependence and responding
to otherness.

3,5 Integrative Dimensions: Otherness and Survival
Taken together, these theories provide complementary insights:
e Postcolonial theory explains how identity and otherness are produced through
hybridity and silencing.
o Biopolitics and necropolitics clarify how survival is regulated and how bodies are
exposed to violence.
e Levinasian ethics illuminates how survival entails responsibility to the other,
redefining freedom as humility and care.

By integrating these frameworks, we see that Coetzee’s post-apartheid narratives do
not merely describe social realities but interrogate the philosophical foundations of identity and
freedom. His fiction dramatizes how survival emerges through negotiating otherness in
contexts where law, discourse, and sovereignty fail to protect vulnerable lives.

3.6 Application to the Current Study
This theoretical framework directly informs the analysis of Disgrace. It allows us to:
1. Examine Lucy’s strategic unfreedom as both a postcolonial negotiation of power
(Bhabha, Spivak) and a necropolitical exposure to violence (Mbembe).
2. Understand Melanie Isaacs’s silence as emblematic of subalternity (Spivak) and
institutional regulation (Foucault).
Interpret Petrus’s rise as an example of hybridity (Bhabha) and sovereignty (Mbembe).
4. Read David Lurie’s transformation through Levinasian ethics, highlighting
responsibility and humility.
By employing this interdisciplinary framework, the study avoids reducing Coetzee’s
fiction to a single dimension. Instead, it foregrounds the intersections of identity, power, and
ethics that shape survival in post-apartheid contexts.

[98)

The theoretical framework adopted here emphasizes the relational and paradoxical
nature of identity and survival in Coetzee’s post-apartheid narratives. Postcolonial theory
highlights hybridity and subaltern silences, Foucault and Mbembe reveal biopolitical and
necropolitical structures of vulnerability, and Levinas redefines ethics as responsibility to the
other. Together, these frameworks enable a nuanced reading of Disgrace and related works,
demonstrating that Coetzee’s negotiation of otherness is not only political but also ethical and
philosophical.

By situating survival within conditions of unfreedom, Coetzee challenges readers to
rethink freedom itself—mnot as mastery or autonomy, but as ethical survival in relation to others.
This theoretical foundation sets the stage for the subsequent analysis, where textual evidence
from Coetzee’s fiction will illustrate how identity, otherness, and survival are interwoven in
the lived experiences of his characters.

4. METHODOLOGY

Methodology is the backbone of any research study, providing clarity on how questions
are approached and how findings are derived. For a literary study such as this, the methodology
must explain the interpretive strategies, the selection of texts, the use of theoretical frameworks,
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and the criteria for analysis. The present paper investigates how J.M. Coetzee negotiates
identity, otherness, and survival in his post-apartheid narratives, focusing primarily on
Disgrace (1999), with references to Elizabeth Costello (2003) and The Childhood of Jesus
(2013). This section outlines the methodological approach, justification of text selection,
analytical tools, theoretical integration, and ethical considerations.

4.1 Research Design: Qualitative and Interpretive

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive research design, which is most
appropriate for examining literary texts. Unlike quantitative studies that rely on statistical
measurement, qualitative literary analysis is concerned with meaning, interpretation, and
cultural significance. The approach recognizes that texts are not static objects but dynamic
spaces where social, historical, and philosophical tensions are negotiated.

Interpretation in this study follows close reading practices, where attention is given to
language, imagery, narrative voice, and silence. However, close reading is not confined to
textual surface; it is combined with critical theory to uncover the deeper structures of power,
identity, and ethics embedded in Coetzee’s fiction. This interpretive approach allows the study
to move between textual detail and broader philosophical questions.

4.2 Text Selection and Justification
The primary text for analysis is J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999), chosen for several reasons:

1. Ttis Coetzee’s most explicitly post-apartheid novel, directly engaging with race, gender,
land, and power in South Africa’s democratic era.

2. It has been the subject of significant scholarly debate, making it a fertile ground for
engaging with existing criticism while contributing fresh insights.

3. The novel epitomizes Coetzee’s concern with survival and otherness, as seen in Lucy’s
silence, Lurie’s disgrace, and Petrus’s rise.

Supplementary references are made to Elizabeth Costello (2003) and The Childhood of Jesus
(2013):

o FElizabeth Costello extends the theme of otherness beyond human relations to human—
animal ethics, linking Lurie’s animal care to broader ethical concerns.

e The Childhood of Jesus explores displacement, belonging, and fragile survival in
allegorical terms, situating Coetzee’s project in a more global and philosophical
register.

The inclusion of these works strengthens the argument that Coetzee’s negotiation of survival
and otherness is not confined to South Africa but resonates with global ethical concerns.

4.3 Analytical Tools: Close Reading and Thematic Analysis
The methodology combines close reading with thematic analysis.

o Close reading pays attention to the textual details: diction, imagery, repetition, and
silences. For instance, Lucy’s repeated refusal to narrate her rape is read not as absence
but as a significant textual strategy that destabilizes conventional discourse. Similarly,
Lurie’s descriptions of dogs at the animal clinic reveal a shift from mastery to humility.

o Thematic analysis identifies recurring motifs across Coetzee’s works: silence, land,
animals, survival, and responsibility. By tracing these motifs, the study situates
Disgrace within Coetzee’s broader ethical project.

This dual approach ensures that the analysis is grounded in textual evidence while attentive to
conceptual patterns.
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4.4 Integration of Theory and Text
A distinctive feature of this methodology is its interdisciplinary integration of theory with
textual analysis. Theories are not imposed but used as lenses to illuminate Coetzee’s narratives.

o Postcolonial theory (Bhabha, Spivak) helps interpret identity as hybrid and otherness
as silenced or marginalized. Melanie Isaacs’s silenced voice and Lucy’s refusal to speak
resonate with Spivak’s question, “Can the subaltern speak?”

e Biopolitics (Foucault) explains how institutions like the university regulate speech and
sexuality, while necropolitics (Mbembe) highlights how Lucy’s vulnerability is tied to
historical dispossession.

o Levinasian ethics of alterity provides an ethical dimension, showing how Lurie’s
disgrace leads to humility and recognition of the Other—human and nonhuman.

This integration creates a multi-layered analysis where political, ethical, and philosophical
dimensions are examined together.

4.5 Research Questions as Analytical Guides
The methodology is structured around four research questions, which serve as guiding
coordinates for the analysis:
1. How does Coetzee portray identity and otherness in his post-apartheid narratives?
o Approach: Examine Lucy, Lurie, Melanie, and Petrus as figures negotiating
identity within shifting power relations.
2. In what ways do characters negotiate survival under conditions of vulnerability?
o Approach: Analyze survival strategies such as silence, dependence, and care.
3. How do gender, race, and land intersect to shape states of unfreedom in Disgrace?
o Approach: Trace how land politics and gendered violence expose characters to
vulnerability.
4. What ethical possibilities does Coetzee imagine through humility, silence, and
responsibility to the other?
o Approach: Apply Levinasian ethics to Lurie’s transformation and Lucy’s
choices.
These questions anchor the interpretive process, ensuring coherence and focus.

4.6 Hermeneutic Approach

This study follows a hermeneutic approach, acknowledging that interpretation is shaped
by historical context and theoretical frameworks. Coetzee’s novels are situated within South
Africa’s post-apartheid history but are also read in light of global ethical debates. The
hermeneutic circle—moving between part and whole—guides the analysis: close readings of
particular passages inform broader interpretations, while theoretical concepts illuminate textual
details.

This hermeneutic sensitivity is especially important for analyzing silence and trauma.
Lucy’s refusal to narrate her rape cannot be read as simple absence; it requires a hermeneutic
openness to meaning that exceeds representation.

4.7 Limitations of the Study
No methodology is without limits, and it is important to acknowledge them:
1. Textual focus: The study concentrates primarily on Disgrace. While references to other
Coetzee works enrich the analysis, they are not explored in equal depth.
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2. Theoretical scope: The integration of multiple theories (postcolonial, biopolitical,
ethical) risks breadth over depth. However, this is justified by the complex nature of
Coetzee’s fiction, which resists reduction to a single framework.

3. Subjectivity of interpretation: As with all literary analysis, interpretation is shaped by
the researcher’s perspective. The aim here is not to claim definitive meanings but to
offer persuasive, theoretically informed readings.

These limitations are not weaknesses but reflections of the interpretive nature of literary
scholarship.

4,8 Ethical Considerations

Although this study involves literary texts rather than human participants, ethical
considerations remain relevant. The analysis deals with sensitive issues such as sexual
violence, racial conflict, and animal suffering. The methodology approaches these topics with
caution, avoiding sensationalism and respecting the complexity of representation.

Additionally, the study follows academic integrity by acknowledging sources, avoiding
plagiarism, and ensuring that interpretations are responsibly grounded in both textual evidence
and theoretical insight.

4.9 Why This Methodology?
This methodology is chosen because it aligns with the research objectives:

e To explore survival as negotiation of otherness.

e To analyze identity as fragile and relational.

e To foreground ethical responsibility in Coetzee’s fiction.
By combining close reading, thematic analysis, and theoretical integration, the study offers a
nuanced interpretation that respects both the literary artistry of Coetzee and the philosophical
questions his work raises.

The methodology for this study is qualitative, interpretive, and interdisciplinary. It
employs close reading and thematic analysis, integrates postcolonial theory, biopolitics,
necropolitics, and Levinasian ethics, and situates Coetzee’s post-apartheid narratives within
both South African and global contexts. While acknowledging its limitations, the methodology
emphasizes interpretive depth, theoretical rigor, and ethical responsibility.

This framework provides the foundation for the Analysis and Discussion section, where
textual evidence from Disgrace, alongside Elizabeth Costello and The Childhood of Jesus, will
demonstrate how Coetzee negotiates otherness, identity, and survival in a world where freedom
is always fragile and contingent.

5. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis and discussion section examines how J.M. Coetzee’s post-apartheid
narratives dramatize the intertwined themes of identity, otherness, and survival. While the
theoretical framework outlined concepts such as postcolonial hybridity, subaltern silence,
biopolitics, necropolitics, and Levinasian alterity, this section applies those frameworks
directly to the texts.

The discussion begins with Disgrace (1999), Coetzee’s most explicitly post-apartheid
novel, where the collapse of David Lurie’s authority, Lucy’s assault and survival strategies,
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Petrus’s rise to sovereignty, and Lurie’s transformation through animal care illustrate the
paradoxical nature of freedom in democratic South Africa. Here, otherness is gendered,
racialized, and embodied, while survival emerges through silence, dependence, and humility.
The analysis then turns to Elizabeth Costello (2003), where Coetzee extends the notion of
otherness beyond human boundaries. Through Costello’s lectures on animals and the crisis of
testimony, the novel emphasizes the ethical imperative to respond to forms of life excluded by
dominant humanist discourses.

Finally, The Childhood of Jesus (2013) explores otherness and survival in allegorical
terms, presenting a world of displacement and uncertain belonging. In this context, survival
depends on negotiating identity without fixed memory or history, dramatizing the global
dimensions of Coetzee’s concern with precarious existence.

Together, these novels reveal Coetzee’s redefinition of freedom as ethical survival
within unfreedom. Rather than heroic liberation, Coetzee presents survival as fragile, relational,
and contingent upon negotiating vulnerability in the presence of the other.

5.1 Otherness and Identity in Disgrace

At the start of Disgrace, David Lurie is portrayed as a man confident in his cultural and
academic authority. A 52-year-old professor of communications, he sees himself as entitled to
beauty and pleasure. Reflecting on his affair with Melanie Isaacs, he thinks: “Because a
woman’s beauty does not belong to her alone. It is part of the bounty she brings into the world.
She has a duty to share it” (Coetzee 1999, 16). This statement exposes his patriarchal
entitlement, revealing how he perceives women as resources for his gratification.

Lurie’s downfall begins when Melanie’s complaint leads to a university disciplinary
hearing. The institutional process is framed as a demand for confession. When pressed to admit
guilt, Lurie insists: “Repentance is neither here nor there. Repentance belongs to another
world, to religion, not to teaching” (Coetzee 1999, 58). His refusal exemplifies Foucault’s
(1978) idea of confession as a mechanism of power: institutions seek to regulate subjects by
compelling them to internalize guilt. Lurie resists, but his resistance does not liberate him; it
isolates him, marking the start of his disgrace.

His fall illustrates the collapse of white, male, academic authority in post-apartheid
South Africa. Once a figure of privilege, he becomes displaced, vulnerable, and stripped of his
former identity.

Melanie Isaacs, the young student involved with Lurie, occupies a central but
understated role. Her minimal responses during the hearing and her silence afterward resonate
with Spivak’s (1988) question, “Can the subaltern speak? ” Melanie does not narrate her own
experience on her terms; instead, she is spoken about by Lurie and by institutional authorities.
Lurie himself observes her withdrawal: “She does not resist. All she does is avert herself”
(Coetzee 1999, 23). Her refusal to speak is both a mark of trauma and a form of resistance to
the categories imposed on her. Melanie’s silence underscores how otherness—here racialized,
gendered, and generational—is silenced within structures of authority.
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Her presence also destabilizes Lurie’s authority. As a young Black woman in post-
apartheid South Africa, Melanie embodies a shifting power relation: her silence both condemns
Lurie and resists being fully captured by his narrative.

Lucy, David’s daughter, becomes the focal point of the novel’s exploration of survival.
Living on a farm in the Eastern Cape, she represents a generation of white South Africans
seeking coexistence in the new democracy. Yet her life is violently disrupted when three men
assault her and rape her.

David urges her to pursue justice, but Lucy refuses: “What happened to me is mine. |
must live with it alone” (Coetzee 1999, 112). Her refusal unsettles both her father and the
reader. Is it resignation, submission, or strength? Recent scholarship reframes it as strategic
unfreedom (Williams 2025)—a pragmatic negotiation of survival. By refusing to frame her
experience in legal terms, Lucy avoids reinscribing herself into systems she no longer trusts to
protect her.

Her decision to remain on the farm despite the assault intensifies this paradox. When
David presses her to leave, she responds: “Yes, I agree to be his tenant. He can have the land,
and I can stay on it” (Coetzee 1999, 204). By accepting dependence on Petrus, her Black
neighbor, Lucy ensures her survival. This dependence compromises her autonomy but secures
her place in a shifting racial landscape.

Lucy’s pregnancy, the result of rape, further exemplifies her redefinition of survival.
She insists: “I am determined to have the child. If it means that I must lose the farm, I will lose
it” (Coetzee 1999, 199). Her acceptance transforms violence into continuity, redefining
survival as accommodation rather than resistance.

Lucy thus embodies survival as paradox: her choices represent neither victory nor
defeat but a negotiation of vulnerability within new power relations.

Petrus, once a laborer on the farm, rises to prominence as Lucy’s protector and eventual
landlord. When David confronts him about Lucy’s assault, Petrus responds ambiguously,
emphasizing his new authority: “This is my land now. I am the master here” (Coetzee 1999,
151).

Petrus represents the shifting racial dynamics of post-apartheid South Africa. His rise
to landowner reflects the redistribution of power, yet his authority is complex. On one hand,
he embodies empowerment and the dismantling of old hierarchies. On the other, Lucy’s
dependence on him reveals that new sovereignties can reproduce gendered vulnerabilities.

Bhabha’s notion of hybridity clarifies Petrus’s role. He embodies both servant and
master, subaltern and sovereign. His position destabilizes binaries of colonizer and colonized,
reflecting the fluidity of identity in transitional contexts. At the same time, Mbembe’s
necropolitics explains his sovereignty: Petrus now controls whose lives are safe under his
protection. Lucy’s survival depends on aligning with his authority, illustrating how sovereignty
persists in new forms.
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While Lucy negotiates survival through dependence, David undergoes a profound
ethical transformation. Disgraced and stripped of his authority, he volunteers at Bev Shaw’s
animal clinic, where he assists in euthanizing unwanted dogs. Initially reluctant, he gradually
finds meaning in this work.

He reflects: “He saves the honor of corpses. It is not much, but it is something”
(Coetzee 1999, 146). This humble act contrasts sharply with his earlier arrogance. Later, he
acknowledges the unconditional loyalty of dogs: “Because a dog will accept you as you are.
You can be a dog’s disgrace, and he will love you all the same” (Coetzee 1999, 161).

These moments exemplify Levinas’s ethics of alterity. By responding to the
vulnerability of animals, Lurie learns humility and responsibility. His disgrace becomes the
condition for ethical recognition. He shifts from entitlement to care, from mastery to humility.
Lurie’s final gesture—surrendering a dog he has grown attached to—captures this
transformation. When asked if he wants to keep the animal, he replies: “Yes, I am giving him
up” (Coetzee 1999, 220). This act of renunciation encapsulates his new ethic: freedom is not
possession but acceptance of limits and responsibility to others.

Language and silence play central roles in Disgrace. Lucy refuses to narrate her assault,
Melanie withdraws into silence, and Lurie resists confession. Coetzee presents silence not as
absence but as an ethical stance.

Lucy explains her refusal: “They see me as owing something. They see themselves as
debt collectors. Why should I be allowed to live here without working? That is what they see”
(Coetzee 1999, 158). Her words reveal the historical weight of her silence. To speak within
legal frameworks would be to misrecognize her experience; silence allows her to survive on
her own terms.

Attridge (2004) argues that Coetzee uses silence as a form of ethical witness. In refusing
closure, the novel forces readers to confront trauma without resolving it. Silence becomes a
way of acknowledging the limits of representation and the irreducibility of suffering.

Ultimately, Disgrace presents freedom as paradoxical. Lucy achieves survival by
relinquishing autonomy. Lurie finds ethical dignity only through humiliation and renunciation.
Petrus gains sovereignty but in ways that reproduce gendered subordination. Melanie resists
domination by withdrawing into silence but remains marginalized.

Coetzee’s vision of freedom is thus inseparable from unfreedom. Survival does not emerge
from emancipation but from negotiation, dependence, and ethical responsibility. In post-
apartheid South Africa, freedom is not mastery but fragile endurance within vulnerability.

Through its characters, Disgrace dramatizes the entanglement of identity, otherness,
and survival. Lurie’s disgrace exposes the collapse of old privileges; Melanie embodies
silenced otherness; Lucy represents strategic unfreedom; and Petrus exemplifies emergent
sovereignty. The novel redefines survival not as triumph but as fragile negotiation within
unfreedom. Coetzee insists that freedom in post-apartheid South Africa is never absolute but
always relational, contingent, and ethically charged.
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5.2 Otherness Beyond the Human in Elizabeth Costello

If Disgrace focuses on post-apartheid South Africa, Elizabeth Costello (2003) widens
the horizon of Coetzee’s ethical concerns. The novel consists of a series of lectures delivered
by an aging novelist, Elizabeth Costello, who interrogates the moral boundaries of humanism.
By engaging with questions of reason, sympathy, and testimony, the text expands the discourse
of otherness and survival beyond human relations to encompass animals, environment, and
metaphysical vulnerability.

Costello critiques the Cartesian tradition that separates humans from animals through
rationality. In her celebrated lecture “The Lives of Animals,” she insists: “There is no limit to
the extent to which we can think ourselves into the being of another. There are no bounds to
the sympathetic imagination” (Coetzee 2003, 35).

Here, otherness is no longer restricted to marginalized humans (as in Lucy or Melanie
in Disgrace), but extended to animals excluded from ethical consideration. By claiming that
sympathetic imagination has no boundaries, Costello insists that survival depends on extending
ethical responsibility across species.

This position directly challenges Western humanism’s privileging of reason. Costello
observes: “Reason looks into the world only to find itself there. Reason is the being of the
human, and everything else is other” (Coetzee 2003, 72). Coetzee destabilizes human-centered
identity, showing how human survival itself is entangled with recognition of nonhuman lives.

Another theme central to Elizabeth Costello is the problem of testimony. Costello
confesses: “I no longer know where I am. I no longer know who is speaking” (Coetzee 2003,
218). Her statement reflects a crisis of voice: the impossibility of fully representing the
suffering of others.

This echoes Lucy’s silence in Disgrace. Both characters recognize the limits of
language. For Lucy, silence is a survival strategy in the face of trauma; for Costello, it is an
acknowledgment of the impossibility of speaking on behalf of the other. In both cases, silence
becomes a form of ethical witness.

Attridge (2004) notes that Coetzee destabilizes the authority of the speaking subject,
forcing readers to confront the inadequacy of language in the face of vulnerability. In Elizabeth
Costello, the act of speaking itself becomes a burden: testimony risks appropriating the other
even as it seeks to honor them.

Costello’s appeal to sympathetic imagination is often framed through shocking
analogies, such as comparing industrial slaughterhouses to concentration camps. She remarks:
“We are surrounded by an enterprise of degradation, cruelty, and killing which rivals anything
the Third Reich was capable of”’ (Coetzee 2003, 21). Such analogies disturb her audience, but
their extremity is meant to provoke ethical recognition.

Here, survival is redefined: not merely the survival of humans in political communities,
but the survival of life itself in a world of systemic violence against animals. Ethical survival
requires reimagining identity so that it includes beings previously excluded from moral
concern.
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Levinas’s ethics of alterity resonates here. Just as Lurie learns humility through caring
for dogs in Disgrace, Costello argues that humans must respond to the vulnerability of animals.
The survival of ethical humanity depends on this recognition.

Interestingly, Costello herself becomes a figure of otherness. Her uncompromising
lectures alienate her audiences, who dismiss her as eccentric or sentimental. She admits: “/ am
tired of being the one who speaks for the animals. I am tired of being the one who does the
dirty work” (Coetzee 2003, 114).

Her exhaustion reflects the burden of bearing witness to suffering that others refuse to
acknowledge. In this sense, she shares with Lucy and Melanie the position of silenced or
marginalized otherness, though in a different register. Costello’s alienation suggests that
survival for ethical truth-tellers involves marginalization within their communities.

Elizabeth Costello extends Coetzee’s interrogation of otherness by challenging
anthropocentrism and rethinking survival in cross-species terms. By foregrounding
sympathetic imagination, the limits of testimony, and the burdens of ethical responsibility, the
novel insists that identity and survival cannot be confined to human boundaries. Otherness
encompasses all vulnerable life, and ethical survival depends on acknowledging this radical
extension of responsibility.

5.3 Displacement and Belonging in The Childhood of Jesus

While Disgrace and Elizabeth Costello remain grounded in South Africa and in debates
about ethics and animals, The Childhood of Jesus (2013) takes Coetzee’s exploration of
otherness and survival into allegory. Set in an unnamed Spanish-speaking country where all
newcomers arrive without memories, the novel dramatizes displacement, identity, and
belonging in abstract yet deeply human terms. The novel asks: how do individuals survive in a
world stripped of history, rootedness, and certainty?

In the new land, migrants are stripped of memory. As Simon explains: “We come to
this country with no memories, only needs. We eat, we sleep, we work. That is all” (Coetzee
2013, 45). Identity is reduced to bodily survival, echoing Giorgio Agamben’s notion of “bare
life” (1998). Without history or biography, people are defined only by their immediate needs.
This erasure of memory destabilizes conventional notions of selthood. For David, the child at
the center of the narrative, this produces defiance. He refuses to be assimilated into the state’s
rational structures. His resistance dramatizes otherness as refusal of conformity, a survival
strategy that disrupts imposed order.

David embodies a form of otherness that unsettles both his guardians and the
community. His refusal to learn within the rigid structures of school provokes conflict. When
accused of disobedience, he insists: “/ am who I am. I am not like you” (Coetzee 2013, 212).
This assertion recalls biblical echoes of identity (“I am who I am”) while also resisting
assimilation. David refuses to let institutions define him, embodying an otherness that cannot
be subsumed by rational categories. His survival depends not on compliance but on holding to
difference.
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David’s otherness is also spiritual or messianic. Critics often read him as a Christ-like
figure, but Coetzee resists clear allegory. Instead, David’s refusal to conform suggests that
survival in this new world requires embracing alterity rather than erasing it.

Simoén, who acts as David’s guardian, continually struggles to find stability in a society
that prizes reason and order above individuality. He observes: “The people here are satisfied
with their lot. They have no longing, no desire, no passion. They live in a state of indifference”
(Coetzee 2013, 89).

This world of rational calm seems utopian, yet it is devoid of depth, history, or passion.
Belonging here requires surrendering individuality, a cost that neither Simén nor David is
willing to pay. Their displacement becomes permanent: they survive not by assimilation but by
maintaining their difference.

This reflects Coetzee’s consistent theme of survival as negotiation. Just as Lucy in
Disgrace survives by accepting dependence, Simén and David survive by refusing
assimilation. Both strategies reveal survival as fragile, contingent, and paradoxical.

Simon’s relationship with David embodies Levinasian responsibility. Although David
is not his biological son, Simon feels bound to care for him. He explains: “I take him as my
responsibility. That is enough” (Coetzee 2013, 67). This echoes Lurie’s care for dogs in
Disgrace and Costello’s call for sympathy in Elizabeth Costello.

Responsibility here is not grounded in law, biology, or reason, but in ethical recognition
of vulnerability. David’s otherness commands Simén’s care, even when David resists his
authority. This suggests that survival in Coetzee’s fiction is always relational, grounded in
responsibility to the other.

Unlike Disgrace, which is explicitly located in post-apartheid South Africa, The
Childhood of Jesus uses allegory to universalize the themes of displacement and survival. In a
world increasingly shaped by migration, refugee crises, and statelessness, the novel resonates
with global conditions.

David and Simén embody the precariousness of migrants who must negotiate belonging
in societies that demand conformity. Their survival highlights the tension between individuality
and assimilation, otherness and belonging.

The Childhood of Jesus situates Coetzee’s exploration of survival and otherness in
allegorical terms. By presenting a world without memory or history, the novel dramatizes
identity as fragile and contingent. David’s radical refusal of assimilation, Simén’s
responsibility, and their shared displacement reveal that survival depends on negotiating
belonging without erasing difference.

The novel thus extends Coetzee’s vision: survival is never simple autonomy, but fragile
endurance within systems that seek to regulate or erase otherness.

5.4 COMPARATIVE SYNTHESIS
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Taken together, Disgrace, Elizabeth Costello, and The Childhood of Jesus reveal
Coetzee’s sustained interrogation of survival as a condition shaped by otherness and
vulnerability. Each novel situates identity within fragile contexts, showing that the search for
freedom is always shadowed by dependence and ethical demand.

In Disgrace, survival is enacted through Lucy’s acceptance of “strategic unfreedom,”
Lurie’s humble recognition of animals, and Petrus’s rise as a new landowner. Identity here is
tied to historical legacies of race and gender, where survival means compromise rather than
liberation. Coetzee insists that freedom in post-apartheid South Africa cannot be understood in
heroic terms; it emerges instead through precarious negotiations of power, silence, and
responsibility.

Elizabeth Costello expands this focus by pushing the boundaries of otherness beyond
human communities. Costello’s lectures challenge anthropocentric definitions of identity,
emphasizing sympathetic imagination as the foundation for ethical responsibility toward
animals. Her isolation mirrors Lucy’s and Melanie’s silences, suggesting that those who bear
witness to neglected forms of suffering often find themselves marginalized. Survival here
becomes a moral task: retaining one’s ethical integrity even when it entails alienation.

In The Childhood of Jesus, Coetzee presents displacement and belonging in allegorical
form. The erasure of memory reduces life to basic needs, while David’s radical otherness resists
assimilation. Simon’s acceptance of responsibility for David demonstrates that survival in a
world without history depends not on conformity but on ethical recognition of difference.

Across these texts, Coetzee portrays identity as fluid, survival as contingent, and
otherness as central to human and nonhuman existence. The comparative view shows that for
Coetzee, the measure of freedom lies not in mastery but in the willingness to acknowledge
vulnerability and to endure within unfreedom, guided by humility and responsibility.

6. FINDINGS

The analysis of Disgrace (1999), Elizabeth Costello (2003), and The Childhood of Jesus
(2013) reveals how J.M. Coetzee persistently interrogates the conditions of identity, otherness,
and survival. Unlike celebratory narratives of liberation, Coetzee’s fiction suggests that
freedom in both post-apartheid and allegorical contexts is fragile, paradoxical, and deeply
entangled with vulnerability. This section synthesizes the core findings of the study, drawing
out patterns across the novels while also highlighting the distinct contributions each text makes
to Coetzee’s ethical project.

6.1 Identity as Fragile and Contingent
One of the clearest findings across Coetzee’s post-apartheid fiction is the fragility of identity.

e In Disgrace, David Lurie’s collapse from professor to disgraced volunteer illustrates
how social and institutional identities are unstable. His former privileges as a white,
male academic no longer protect him in a society reconfigured by racial and gendered
tensions.

e Melanie Isaacs and Lucy Lurie reveal how women’s identities are shaped by silence,
trauma, and strategic negotiation. Melanie’s subaltern silence resists assimilation into
institutional discourse, while Lucy’s acceptance of dependence on Petrus reflects the
precariousness of female identity in rural South Africa.
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In Elizabeth Costello, identity itself is questioned: Costello undermines humanist
definitions that privilege reason, showing how anthropocentric identity depends on
excluding animals.

The Childhood of Jesus extends this by stripping characters of memory, reducing
identity to bare life and needs. David’s assertion— “/ am who I am. I am not like you"—
suggests identity as resistance rather than conformity.

Finding 1: Coetzee presents identity not as stable or self-contained, but as contingent upon
historical legacies, institutional structures, and encounters with otherness.

6.2. Otherness as Ethical and Relational
Another key finding is that Coetzee places otherness at the heart of survival.

In Disgrace, Melanie and Lucy embody gendered otherness, their silences disrupting
dominant narratives. Petrus represents racial otherness reconfigured into sovereignty,
while animals embody species otherness demanding ethical recognition.

In Elizabeth Costello, the concept of otherness is radically extended. Costello insists on
the ethical imagination that can include animals, arguing that excluding them from
moral consideration diminishes humanity itself. Her alienation from her audiences
reflects the burden carried by those who insist on acknowledging neglected forms of
otherness.

In The Childhood of Jesus, David represents radical otherness—spiritual, existential,
and resistant. His refusal to assimilate destabilizes the rational order of the community,
suggesting that otherness is not merely a marginal category but a central force that
redefines belonging.

Finding 2: Coetzee’s novels insist that survival requires confronting and negotiating otherness.
Whether racial, gendered, species-based, or existential, otherness disrupts autonomy and
demands ethical responsibility.

6.3. Survival as Negotiation, Not Triumph
Across the novels, survival is consistently depicted as fragile negotiation rather than heroic
triumph.

Lucy in Disgrace embodies “strategic unfreedom.” By refusing legal recourse and
accepting dependence on Petrus, she ensures her survival within structures of
vulnerability. Her decision unsettles liberal ideals of autonomy but reflects pragmatic
endurance.

Lurie’s survival lies in humility. His disgrace compels him to abandon entitlement and
embrace responsibility for animals, demonstrating that survival can mean ethical
transformation rather than social restoration.

Costello in Elizabeth Costello survives as a figure of marginality, bearing witness to
suffering that others refuse to acknowledge. Her endurance comes at the cost of
alienation, but it underscores the moral necessity of recognition.

In The Childhood of Jesus, Simon and David survive displacement by refusing
assimilation. Their belonging remains precarious, but survival here entails fidelity to
otherness rather than conformity to reason.

Finding 3: Coetzee redefines survival as a paradoxical condition. It is not liberation from
structures of domination, but endurance within them—through silence, humility, dependence,
or refusal.
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6.4. Freedom as Paradoxical and Incomplete
Closely tied to survival is the paradoxical nature of freedom.

e In Disgrace, freedom is never absolute. Lucy loses autonomy yet finds continuity
through dependence. Lurie loses institutional freedom yet finds ethical dignity in
humility. Freedom emerges not as mastery but as responsibility within unfreedom.

e In Elizabeth Costello, freedom lies in extending imagination beyond human boundaries,
but this freedom isolates Costello socially. Ethical recognition entails alienation,
revealing the costs of moral clarity.

e In The Childhood of Jesus, freedom is curtailed by a society that demands conformity.
David’s refusal to assimilate represents freedom as resistance, but it comes at the price
of exclusion.

Finding 4: For Coetzee, freedom is always incomplete, paradoxical, and intertwined with
responsibility. True freedom is not autonomy but the ethical recognition of vulnerability.

6.5. The Role of Silence
Silence emerges as a recurring motif across the novels.
e Melanie’s silence in Disgrace resists institutional capture, while Lucy’s silence about
her rape represents survival beyond the limits of law.
e Costello’s crisis of testimony in Elizabeth Costello underscores the inadequacy of
language in representing the suffering of others.
e Even in The Childhood of Jesus, silence pervades the allegorical setting where memory
and history are erased.
Finding 5: Silence is not emptiness but an ethical stance. For Coetzee, silence acknowledges
the limits of representation while insisting on the dignity of survival.

6.6. Ethical Responsibility as the Core of Survival
Levinas’s philosophy of alterity resonates across Coetzee’s works, where survival is
consistently tied to ethical responsibility.

e Lurie’s transformation in Disgrace illustrates this most directly: his care for unwanted
dogs signifies humility and recognition of the other.

e Costello insists that sympathetic imagination must extend to animals, showing that
ethical survival requires expanding the boundaries of moral consideration.

e Simon’s guardianship of David in The Childhood of Jesus embodies responsibility
without biological or legal necessity: “I take him as my responsibility. That is enough”
(Coetzee 2013, 67).

Finding 6: Survival in Coetzee’s fiction is not merely physical endurance but ethical
responsibility. To survive is to respond to the vulnerability of the other.

6.7. Coetzee’s Global and Post-Apartheid Relevance
Finally, the findings indicate that Coetzee’s vision moves from local to global concerns.
e Disgrace is deeply rooted in South Africa’s post-apartheid tensions of race, gender, and
land.
e FElizabeth Costello universalizes the theme by addressing the exclusion of animals,
positioning otherness as a global ethical concern.
e The Childhood of Jesus extends this to displacement and migration, reflecting
contemporary global crises of refugees and statelessness.
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Finding 7: Coetzee’s negotiation of identity, otherness, and survival transcends national
contexts. His fiction addresses universal conditions of vulnerability, displacement, and ethical
demand.

The findings of this study underscore Coetzee’s sustained exploration of survival as
fragile, paradoxical, and ethically charged. Across Disgrace, Elizabeth Costello, and The
Childhood of Jesus, he redefines identity as contingent, otherness as central, survival as
negotiation, and freedom as incomplete. Silence emerges as an ethical stance, while
responsibility to the other becomes the core of survival.

Ultimately, Coetzee resists narratives of triumph. His characters do not achieve
liberation but endure within unfreedom. Yet this endurance is not defeat. It is ethical survival:
a recognition of vulnerability, a redefinition of freedom, and a call to humility. Coetzee’s
fiction challenges readers to confront the precariousness of existence and to embrace the
responsibilities that arise in the face of otherness.

7. CONCLUSION

Concluding a study on J.M. Coetzee’s fiction requires careful synthesis because his
works resist closure. They challenge readers not by providing solutions but by unsettling
assumptions about freedom, survival, and identity. This article has analyzed Disgrace (1999),
Elizabeth Costello (2003), and The Childhood of Jesus (2013), tracing how Coetzee engages
with otherness in multiple forms—racial, gendered, species-based, and existential. The
findings demonstrate that survival in Coetzee’s world is not triumph but fragile endurance,
grounded in humility, silence, and responsibility. This conclusion expands on those findings,
emphasizing the contributions of this study to Coetzee scholarship, to postcolonial and ethical
debates, and to broader understandings of survival in contexts of vulnerability.

7.1 Reframing Survival

One of the central contributions of this study is its redefinition of survival in Coetzee’s fiction.
Survival is not heroic resistance, as in traditional liberation narratives. Instead, survival often
means accommodation, compromise, and paradoxical dependence.

e Lucy in Disgrace survives by choosing strategic unfreedom—accepting dependence
on Petrus, refusing legal redress, and embracing her pregnancy. Her decisions unsettle
liberal ideals but reflect the realities of living in a world where law cannot guarantee
safety.

e Lurie survives not by reclaiming his academic position but by embracing humility
through caring for animals. His disgrace becomes the condition for ethical recognition.

o Elizabeth Costello survives as a truth-teller, enduring alienation from her audiences.
Her ethical imagination burdens her with isolation, but it secures her integrity.

e Simén and David in The Childhood of Jesus survive displacement by resisting
assimilation. Their survival lies in holding onto otherness, even at the cost of belonging.

Coetzee thus reframes survival as fragile endurance within unfreedom. This finding challenges
celebratory discourses of post-apartheid triumph and suggests that ethical survival requires
humility and responsibility.
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7.2 Freedom as Paradox
Closely tied to survival is Coetzee’s paradoxical vision of freedom. His novels resist framing
freedom as autonomy or mastery. Instead, freedom emerges through its negation—through
dependence, silence, and loss.
e Lucy’s freedom is paradoxical: she loses autonomy but gains continuity.
e Lurie finds freedom not in reclaiming authority but in surrendering it, discovering
dignity in humility.
e Costello’s freedom lies in speaking for the excluded, yet this freedom isolates her from
her peers.
e David’s freedom in The Childhood of Jesus is resistance to conformity, but it alienates
him from his community.
Freedom in Coetzee’s fiction is therefore incomplete and fragile. It is not liberation from
unfreedom but endurance within it. This paradox reflects the realities of post-apartheid South
Africa, where democracy has not erased inequality, and it resonates globally with contexts of
displacement and precarity.

7.3 Identity as Contingent
Coetzee’s novels consistently reveal the contingency of identity. In post-apartheid South
Africa, old identities collapse, but new ones remain fragile.
o Lurie’s fall shows how privilege is unstable in a transforming society.
e Melanie Isaacs embodies silenced identity, resisting being defined by institutional
discourse.
e Lucy redefines identity through silence and acceptance of dependence.
e Costello destabilizes humanist identity, showing that anthropocentrism depends on
excluding animals.
e In The Childhood of Jesus, the erasure of memory reduces identity to needs, while
David asserts identity through resistance: “I am who I am. I am not like you” (Coetzee
2013, 212).
Coetzee suggests that identity is never secure or autonomous; it is always relational, vulnerable,
and negotiated within structures of power.
7.4 The Ethics of Otherness
At the heart of Coetzee’s fiction lies the insistence on otherness. His novels compel readers to
confront the presence of the other—whether a silenced woman, a dispossessed laborer, an
unwanted dog, or a displaced child.
e In Disgrace, otherness appears in multiple forms: Melanie’s silence, Lucy’s trauma,
Petrus’s sovereignty, and the dogs’ vulnerability.
e In Elizabeth Costello, otherness expands to include animals, demanding an ethical
imagination that crosses species.
e In The Childhood of Jesus, David embodies radical otherness, resisting assimilation and
unsettling rational order.
Levinas’s ethics of alterity provides the most fitting lens here: responsibility begins in the
encounter with the other’s vulnerability. For Coetzee, survival is inseparable from this
responsibility. To live ethically is to respond to otherness, even when it disrupts identity and
unsettles freedom.

7.5 Silence as Ethical Gesture

A striking motif across the three novels is silence. Coetzee uses silence not as emptiness but as
an ethical gesture.
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e Lucy refuses to narrate her assault in legal terms, insisting that it is “hers alone”
(Coetzee 1999, 112). Her silence resists assimilation into discourses that cannot
represent her experience.

e Melanie’s silence disrupts institutional proceedings, refusing to provide testimony that
would stabilize her identity.

e Costello experiences a crisis of testimony, confessing, “I no longer know who is
speaking” (Coetzee 2003, 218). Her silence acknowledges the impossibility of
representing the suffering of others.

e Even in The Childhood of Jesus, silence pervades the allegorical setting where history
and memory are erased.

Silence thus emerges as survival. It protects dignity, resists co-optation, and acknowledges the
limits of representation. For Coetzee, silence is an ethical stance that forces readers to confront
vulnerability without closure.

7.6 Global Resonance of Coetzee’s Vision
Although rooted in South Africa, Coetzee’s concerns transcend national boundaries.

e Disgrace is deeply tied to post-apartheid tensions of race, gender, and land.

o FElizabeth Costello expands these concerns globally by challenging anthropocentrism,
speaking to debates on animal rights, ecological ethics, and the scope of moral
imagination.

o The Childhood of Jesus allegorizes displacement and belonging, resonating with
contemporary crises of refugees, statelessness, and migration.

This progression illustrates Coetzee’s widening scope: from the local crises of post-apartheid
South Africa to universal questions about survival in a precarious world. His fiction insists that
the dilemmas of identity, otherness, and survival are not confined to one context but are central
to the human condition.

7.7 Contribution to Scholarship
This study contributes to Coetzee scholarship in several ways:

1. Integration of Survival and Otherness: While many studies focus separately on
identity, ethics, or politics, this article synthesizes these elements to show how survival
itself is the nexus where identity and otherness intersect.

2. Strategic Unfreedom: The study emphasizes Lucy’s survival strategy as a form of
strategic unfreedom, contributing to recent feminist and postcolonial debates about
agency and vulnerability.

3. Cross-Species Ethics: By linking Lurie’s humility with Costello’s sympathetic
imagination, the study demonstrates how Coetzee extends ethics beyond humans,
redefining survival as inclusive of nonhuman life.

4. Global Allegory: Reading The Childhood of Jesus alongside Disgrace and Elizabeth
Costello highlights Coetzee’s progression from local to global, situating him as a writer
of universal ethical significance.

7.8 Implications for Postcolonial and Ethical Studies
The findings of this study also have broader implications.
o For postcolonial studies, Coetzee’s work demonstrates that liberation cannot be
framed simply as overcoming colonial domination. Postcolonial realities are marked by
paradoxes: survival often requires dependence, compromise, or silence.
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e For ethical philosophy, Coetzee extends Levinasian ethics by dramatizing
responsibility not only to humans but also to animals and displaced others. His fiction
insists that ethical responsibility transcends rational calculation and legal frameworks.

o For global literary studies, Coetzee illustrates how literature can address universal
conditions of vulnerability while remaining grounded in specific histories. His fiction
challenges readers to see survival as a shared condition of fragility.

7.9 Final Reflection

In the end, Coetzee’s fiction does not offer solutions. It refuses the closure of neat
reconciliation or triumphant survival. Instead, it insists on confronting discomfort: the
discomfort of vulnerability, silence, dependence, and ethical demand.

Lucy survives not by reclaiming autonomy but by accepting dependence. Lurie survives
not by regaining authority but by embracing humility. Costello survives not by persuading her
audiences but by bearing the burden of alienation. David survives not by assimilation but by
resisting conformity.

Through these narratives, Coetzee teaches that freedom is not mastery but
responsibility, not autonomy but humility, not triumph but endurance. Survival is always
fragile, always contingent, but also always ethical.

The conclusion of this study underscores the enduring relevance of Coetzee’s vision.
In a world marked by postcolonial inequalities, ecological crises, and displacement, Coetzee
compels us to rethink survival not as victory but as negotiation. His novels remind us that
identity is fragile, otherness is central, silence is ethical, and responsibility is the foundation of
survival.

By redefining freedom as ethical endurance within unfreedom, Coetzee offers a
profound reimagining of what it means to live with others in a precarious world. His fiction
challenges readers not to seek closure but to embrace the ongoing task of responsibility. In this
lies the radical power of his narratives: they refuse consolation, insisting instead on humility,
recognition, and care.
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