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Abstract

J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999) offers a psychological portrait of David Lurie, a man
whose internal shifts are rendered not through explicit revelation but through strategic
narrative gaps. This paper draws on the Theory of Mind (ToM), the cognitive faculty
allowing humans to interpret and predict others' mental states, to show how Coetzee
encourages readers to actively reconstruct Lurie’s evolving consciousness. Instead of
presenting transformation through confession or omniscient insight, the novel uses
ellipses, silences and fragmented dialogue to foreground moral ambiguity. Through
Lurie’s interactions with Melanie, Lucy, Petrus and even the animals he tends to,
readers are pushed to infer deeper psychological undercurrents. Coetzee’s sparse
narration becomes a cognitive playground where readers engage in ethical
interpretation, bridging the silences with their own mentalizing capacity. By focusing
on Lurie’s ambivalence and Coetzee’s narrative restraint, this paper argues that
Disgrace becomes a study in inferred morality where the reader’s Theory of Mind
becomes central to meaning-making.
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Introduction

J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace constructs a morally challenging and intellectually
provocative space where the reader is not merely an observer, but an active interpreter
of the protagonist’s inner life. David Lurie, a middle-aged literature professor, is not
the archetypal tragic figure but rather one whose moral failures and psychological
evolution are presented in a deliberately understated and elliptical style. Coetzee's
narrative withholds overt explanations, pushing readers to bridge narrative gaps using
L
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their cognitive faculties specifically, the Theory of Mind (ToM). This paper focuses
on the evolving mindscape of David Lurie, arguing that Disgrace demands cognitive
participation from readers who must infer Lurie’s transformation through his silences,
resistance and gradual ethical reconfiguration. Such a framework shows the novel not
merely as a story of personal disgrace but as a cognitive test of moral perception.
Theory of Mind and Literary Interpretation

Theory of Mind is a cognitive ability fundamental to human interaction. It
refers to the capacity to attribute beliefs, desires, and intentions to others. In literature,
ToM enables readers to model characters' internal states based on external cues. Lisa
Zunshine’s influential work explains that fiction inherently engages ToM: “We are
constantly encouraged to attribute thoughts and feelings to fictional characters, even
when the narrative does not make them explicit” (Zunshine 6). Coetzee leverages this
by withholding overt exposition, thus forcing readers to infer Lurie's internal
development. Disgrace contains little psychological interiority; instead, the narration
is cool, clinical, and sparse, often leaving Lurie’s motivations ambiguous. This
narrative strategy heightens the cognitive demand placed on the reader, turning
interpretation into an act of psychological reconstruction.
The Scandal: Ambiguity and Moral Blindness

The novel begins with Lurie’s affair with his student Melanie Isaacs, an event
that triggers his dismissal and fall from grace. Yet Lurie never fully articulates guilt.
Instead, he couches the affair in romantic language, describing himself as a servant
of Eros. He states, “It was not rape, not quite that, but undesired nevertheless,
undesired to the core” (Coetzee 25). The phrasing reflects ambiguity both in Lurie’s
perception and in the narration. Readers must actively interpret the emotional and
ethical undertones of his minimization.
Moreover, Coetzee does not allow Melanie a voice; she remains largely absent from
the narrative. This silence makes her an imagined presence, constructed through
Lurie’s limited and self-serving view. The absence compels readers to fill in her
psychological and emotional state using ToM. Thus, the novel’s power lies not in
what is shown, but in what is withheld, forcing the reader into an active moral role.
Post-Scandal Transformation and Lucy’s Dilemma

After retreating to his daughter Lucy’s farm in the Eastern Cape, Lurie
experiences a series of events that challenge his identity and ethical assumptions.
Lucy’s rape and her decision not to press charges are key moments in the narrative.
Lurie’s confusion is evident: “You want to humble yourself, but it’s not enough. That

is what they want that is they want submission. Submission and nothing but” (Coetzee
__________________________________________________________________________________________|
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160). Lucy’s stoic response, “This is the price one has to pay for staying on” (158),
signals a moral code rooted in survival and historical acknowledgment.

Lurie cannot understand this logic, which lies outside his framework of
justice. The ideological gap between father and daughter is vast, yet Coetzee provides
no resolution. Again, the reader is positioned to mentally represent Lucy’s beliefs and
Lurie’s disorientation. Through this interpretive tension, we see Lurie undergo a
transformation—not one of clarity, but of disempowerment. He begins to recognize
the limits of his authority and the complexity of other moral perspectives.

The Animal Clinic: Toward Silent Compassion

Perhaps the most significant transformation in Lurie occurs during his work
at the animal clinic. Initially appalled by the routines of euthanasia, he eventually
becomes a volunteer, assisting Bev Shaw in putting down unwanted dogs. This work
contrasts starkly with his earlier life of aesthetic pleasure and selfish eros. One
moment that marks this shift is when Lurie chooses to stay with a dog until the end:
“He is giving him up. He puts down the needle” (220). The emotional gravity of this
simple act reflects a new sense of responsibility.

Lurie does not voice this change; he does not offer a confession. Yet his
behavior evolves into silent compassion. Through his treatment of animals, Coetzee
reveals a different kind of moral understanding—one expressed through care, not
language. Readers must use ToM to perceive this subtle change, since it is never fully
verbalized. The man who once pursued desire now shows tenderness and sacrifice,
without asking for recognition.

Language, Silence, and Inferred Morality

The narrative structure of Disgrace resists overt closure or redemption.
Instead of catharsis, Coetzee offers ambiguity. The final scenes, including Lurie’s
quiet acceptance of Lucy’s decisions and his submission to the indignities of rural
life, symbolize a resignation not just of power but of voice. He lets go of his opera
about Byron and finally chooses to euthanize a beloved crippled dog. This act is
understated but laden with emotional significance.

Alan Palmer argues that “much of the mental functioning of fictional
characters is revealed not through explicit interiority but through behavior and
interaction” (Palmer 9). Coetzee’s novel validates this insight. Lurie’s arc is not one
of redemption through expression, but of change inferred through action and silence.
This strategy makes the reader an ethical co-creator in the story, responsible for
completing its meaning.
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Conclusion

Disgrace exemplifies how fiction can serve as a space for moral cognition,
where the reader becomes an active participant in understanding opaque
consciousness. David Lurie is not a traditionally redemptive character, yet his
journey—marked by resistance, suffering, and quiet acts of care—invites deep
cognitive and ethical engagement. Theory of Mind helps illuminate the novel’s
structure, revealing how its gaps and silences are invitations rather than omissions.

Coetzee’s refusal to psychologize Lurie in conventional terms requires the
reader to do the mental labor of understanding. Through Lurie’s fragmented
perceptions and incomplete understandings, readers experience a profound exercise
in ethical imagination. In this way, Disgrace becomes a work not just of literature, but
of cognitive realism—an exploration of how we come to understand the minds of
others, especially when those minds are flawed, silent, or opaque.

References

Coetzee, J. M. Disgrace. Vintage, 1999.

Palmer, Alan. Fictional Minds. University of Nebraska Press, 2004.

Zunshine, Lisa. Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel. Ohio State
University Press, 2006.

. ___________________________________________________________________________|
RJOE JOURNAL 763


http://www.rjoe.org.in/

