
 

Shame and Remorse in J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace 

Shame and remorse are two dominant emotions that permeate JM Coetzee’s novel, 
Disgrace. The protagonist, David Lurie, a middle-aged professor, is forced to confront 
the consequences of his actions, leading to a profound exploration of shame and 
remorse. Through Lurie’s journey, Coetzee masterfully examines the complexities of 
shame and remorse, highlighting their transformative power and the difficulties of 
redemption. 

 

At the beginning of the novel, Lurie is portrayed as a self-absorbed and arrogant 
individual, who is dismissive of the consequences of his actions. However, as the 
narrative unfolds, Lurie’s world is turned upside down, and he is forced to confront the 
shame of his behaviour. Coetzee writes, “He is ashamed, and properly so”, highlighting 
Lurie’s growing awareness of his own culpability. 

 

Lurie’s shame is initially triggered by his affair with his student, Melanie Isaacs, and the 
subsequent accusation of rape. However, as the novel progresses, Lurie’s shame 
deepens, encompassing not only his treatment of Melanie but also his relationships 
with his daughter, Lucy, and his colleagues. Coetzee notes, “He is a man of shame, and 
he knows it”, underscoring Lurie’s growing self-awareness. 

 

Remorse, a closely related emotion to shame, also plays a significant role in the novel. 
Lurie’s remorse is initially hesitant and half-hearted, as he struggles to come to terms 
with the consequences of his actions. However, as the narrative unfolds, Lurie’s 
remorse deepens, and he begins to take responsibility for his behaviour. Coetzee writes, 
“He is sorry, and he knows he is sorry” , highlighting Lurie’s growing sense of remorse. 

 

Through Lurie’s journey, Coetzee highlights the transformative power of shame and 
remorse. As Lurie confronts his own culpability and takes responsibility for his actions, 
he begins to undergo a process of transformation. Coetzee notes, “He is no longer the 
man he was”, underscoring Lurie’s growth and development. 

 

However, Coetzee also underscores the difficulties of redemption and the challenges of 
overcoming shame and remorse. Lurie’s attempts to make amends for his behaviour are 
met with resistance and skepticism, highlighting the complexities of forgiveness and 



redemption. Coetzee writes, “The past is not to be redeemed, only acknowledged”, 
underscoring the difficulties of overcoming the consequences of one’s actions.  

 

In conclusion, shame and remorse are two dominant emotions that permeate JM 
Coetzee’s novel, Disgrace. Through Lurie’s journey, Coetzee masterfully examines the 
complexities of shame and remorse, highlighting their transformative power and the 
difficulties of redemption. As Lurie confronts his own culpability and takes 
responsibility for his actions, he begins to undergo a process of transformation, 
underscoring the human capacity for growth and development. 

 

 

 


