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ABSTRACT 

This thesis studies the turn to Old Testament sacrificial motifs used in Salman Rushdie’s 

Shame, J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace, and Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar 

Wao in order to explore the links between sacrifice, nation, and narrative. These novels 

examine the nature of nation, the violence of sacrifice, and also the failures of narrative to 

adequately represent the real, human embodiment of the violence contained in the text 

but that also exists well beyond it, a violence foundational to global Anglophone 

literature. These novels self-consciously reach the limits of narrative, and, in the midst of 

their limitations, signal—however fleetingly or improbably—a sense of longing for 

something beyond the text’s reaches. At this point, when the narrative reaches the edge of 

its circumscribed space yet casts out for something beyond, sacrifice becomes an 

important motif by patterning both limitation and longing. The authors work within these 

sacrificial conventions to create new resonances, re-making the conventions to suit their 

national contexts. By returning to these motifs, Rushdie, Coetzee, and Díaz craft novels 

that ask questions about the future of narrative in nation—what it can do and what it 

wishes it could do. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Narrative, nation, representation, violence. These are some of the giants of 

postcolonial literary criticism, and finding them in a discussion of novels by likes of 

Salman Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee, and Junot Díaz is hardly surprisingly. Comprehending 

these issues in any one of the novels included in this thesis, let alone all three, would be 

an ambitious, if not foolhardy, undertaking. Yet it is this venture that my present project 

seeks to take the first step in, not to fully encompass any or all of these areas of 

criticism—I have not the temerity for that—but to suggest that, perhaps, a similar giant 

has lost its spot at the table of greats and to suggest that perhaps examining the origins of 

this giant—that of sacrifice—might give a fuller, richer understanding of the nature of the 

others. This thesis, then, proposes to study some of the aspects of narrative, nation, and 

violence in the selected novels through the vantage point of sacrifice, particularly through 

the conventions of sacrifice that originate in the beginnings of Judeo-Christian tradition, 

conventions that pattern a limitation and longing that is close to the heart of many 

postcolonial perspectives that are, interestingly, in the process of leaving these 

conventions behind. This project does not seek to give a definite character to sacrifice in 

global Anglophone literature, but it if provides an avenue for a small, question-raising 

incursion into territory large and intimidating, it will have been a successful endeavor.  

To begin, this project first enters the conversation about violence that circulates in 

many discussions of postcolonial literature, particularly as violence intersects with the 

concepts of nation that postcolonial texts frequently explore. Ato Quayson defines 

postcolonialism itself as a process of “coming-into-being and of struggle against 

colonialism and its after-effects” (9). Foundationally, Frantz Fanon wrote about the 
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connections of nation and violence in his discussion of decolonization—and its inherently 

violent nature—in his book The Wretched of the Earth. Decolonization, Fanon states, is 

“a historical process” that requires violence in order for the native community to overturn 

the colonial rule imposed upon it (36). Decolonization can be described, Fanon writes, in 

a variety of terms—“National liberation, national renaissance, the restoration of 

nationhood to the people, commonwealth”—however, according to Fanon, “whatever 

may be the headings used or the new formulas introduced, decolonization is always a 

violent phenomenon” (35). This violence seeps into the construction of nations that 

results from the process of decolonization, which Fanon says is to “bring into existence 

the history of the nation—the history of decolonization” (51).  The violence of 

decolonization spills into other areas of postcolonial study as the critical conversation of 

postcolonialism entwines violence in the discussion of representation, as one example. 

Postcolonial critics have examined extensively the violence latent in representation: both 

the representation of the colonial by the colonist and the representation of the Other by 

the academic. The violence of representation, Armstrong and Tennenhouse write, extends 

beyond the colonist to the academic studying postcolonialism due to the tendency for the 

academic to speak for one silenced by colonialism, enacting a form of the same violence 

(Chow Writing Diaspora 13-14). This theme of the violence of silencing the voices one 

wants to speak for presents itself in many postcolonial novels, including those discussed 

here. 

 This thesis focuses on violence in global Anglophone literature and its 

intersections with nation and representation by examining the violence involved in 

community formation and in the violence inherent in narrative representation. More 
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specifically, the included novels deal with a particular subset of violence: that of 

sacrifice. The three texts—Salman Rushdie’s Shame, J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace, and Junot 

Diaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao—are chosen for the historical and 

geographic comparative regions they contain: Pakistan, South Africa, and the Dominican 

Republic-United States. The novels mobilize motifs of sacrificial violence to provide a 

variety of theories of community formation that shift from the national to the 

transnational and that deepen understanding of these concepts of nation. Furthermore, 

each of these texts examines the limitations of narrative and language in the postcolonial 

context, using sacrificial motifs to indicate moments where narrative fails and voices are 

absented.  

 For instance, in my first chapter I discuss how Rushdie writes of sacrifice using 

two modes of sacrifice offered in the Old Testament by the people of Israel: drink 

offerings and burnt offerings. Rushdie uses the language of these types of sacrifice to 

describe Sufiya Zinobia, a girl who embodies the shame of her community. That shame, 

written in language that indicates a “pouring into” Sufiya Zinobia as a scapegoat, is 

placed upon Sufiya in order to deflect away from the community the violence latent in 

shame. However, the Beast created by shame erupts—figured through language of 

burning—to break through that which suppresses it. Rushdie parallels Sufiya Zinobia 

with the nation of Pakistan, a nation formed by suppressing alternate histories of people 

within its borders. However, those histories threaten to emerge, like the Beast within 

Sufiya Zinbobia. Rushdie presents a possible hope to end the cycle of shame: the migrant 

who can come loose from his nation and move beyond its borders. Yet that very move 

carries with it the violence of shame and points toward the limitations of the narrative to 
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adequately represent the very real moments of violence that instigate the creation of the 

text. Instead, the text points beyond itself, beyond the borders of narrative, to a complete 

annihilation that must occur before there can be any possibility of disrupting the cycle of 

shame.    

 In my second chapter, I examine J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace as part of the 

discussion on how members of the white community in South Africa can continue to 

dwell in a nation that has been re-created but still suffers from the legacies of apartheid. 

To offer a potential solution to the problems presented in the text, Coetzee returns to a 

sacrificial trope found in the Old Testament book of Leviticus: the Day of Atonement, an 

annual sacrifice designed to cover the sins of the entire community. Coetzee embodies 

the two types of sacrifices offered on that day—the scapegoat and the sacrificial lamb—

in the figures of David Lurie and his daughter, Lucy, using the comparison to highlight 

their differing perspectives on how to exist in the re-formed, if not reformed, nation. The 

solution Coetzee offers is to live as Lucy does, giving up all rights and starting from the 

ground up, a solution that he also reveals to be completely untenable in the post-apartheid 

context of South Africa. Coetzee figures this position through the perfective tense in 

English, which signals a completed action, like being utterly consumed by flame, while 

simultaneously pointing out the insufficiency of English for the new South Africa. In a 

post-religious society suffering from the after-effects of centuries of prejudice and 

decades of apartheid, the only solution is to occupy a position that refuses to insist upon 

one’s rights and dues, but unfortunately, that possibility belongs to a discourse that 

Coetzee and South Africa have moved beyond. 
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 In my last chapter, I explore the masked nature of sacrificial violence in Díaz’s 

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. The narrator, Yunior, uses his fukú narrative to 

obscure moments of sacrifice, a cloaking that the author uses to demonstrate that 

instances of sacrifice signal the silencing of other voices. These moments of sacrifice 

exist in a seemingly eternal struggle for voicing, indicated by allusions to the Genesis 

account of Jacob wrestling an angel. One of the central figures, Oscar de León, a person 

who is largely identified by his Dominican community as being “un-Dominican” and yet 

is representative of that nation, embodies two types of sacrifice in the novel, allowing 

Díaz to portray the transnational space as a place of violent struggle and of the silencing 

of voices that threaten controlling narratives. The text gestures toward a concept of 

inclusion as a possibility for combating violence and silence in the transnational, but the 

text ends in a place where it cannot help but enact the violence of silencing and is 

constrained to indicating the presence of other voices through their absence.    

These novels belong to larger conversations on violence that these writers explore 

in their other writings. Rushdie, when writing on violence, frequently discusses the 

communal nature of violence that is engendered by governments or those in control. 

Violence in nation, according to Rushdie, often results from racial prejudice or religious 

extremism. In his essay, “The New Empire within Britain,” Rushdie discusses the 

violence latent in the nation of England, a nation that “has never been cleansed of the 

filth of imperialism” (Imaginary Homelands 131). This leads to violence against those 

who do not belong to positions of power, and England becomes a place of violence for 

those who have the prejudices of colonialism wielded against them (134). In writing 

about violence in his other homelands of India and Pakistan, Rushdie reveals violence to 
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be a function of religious extremism, which becomes a matter of national shame. Rushdie 

writes frequently against regimes and violence that remain officially unacknowledged, 

especially General Zia’s former “brutal regime” in Pakistan (39). And in his essay “The 

Assassination of Indira Gandhi,” Rushdie predicts that the assassination of Indira Gandhi 

will result in more “communal violence” (41). This violence is one of “the dangers of 

communalism” that results from “the kind of religious sectarianism which motivated the 

assassins’ bullets” (42). Outbreaks of communal violence “shames us all,” Rushdie 

writes, “and in that shame, we must hope” (46). This violence causes Rushdie to 

question, “Where, in all of this can we find any scrap of hope for India’s future? Where is 

the way forward that leads away from destruction, disintegration and blood?” (41). 

Rushdie’s novel, Shame, takes that question and in the context of Pakistan, quite literally, 

explodes it. 

In his writing about South Africa, J. M. Coetzee frequently portrays the violence 

of the nation as overlaid upon the people and landscape of South Africa in the same way 

that the European colonizers overlaid European thought on the continent of Africa. 

European ideas such as hierarchies of cultural progress and the “natural” division of races 

were “deployed,” Coetzee writes, by colonizers in South Africa “with a degree of blind 

force” that allowed Europe to control this part of the world (White Writing 10). The 

violence of class warfare in European nations was used to “condemn” the resistance of 

the peoples of Africa against being pulled into the European ideas of economy (21). 

Violence of the colonizer against the colonized spread from such ideas of control and 

hierarchy, making South Africa, among other colonies, a place of suffering. Coetzee 

writes of the power that suffering wields in South Africa due to the nature of suffering to 
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take that power for itself: “in South Africa it is not possible to deny the authority of 

suffering and therefore of the body…it is not that one grants the authority of the suffering 

body: the suffering body takes this authority: that is its power. To use other words: its 

power is undeniable” (Doubling the Point 248). The embodied nature of suffering 

becomes a site at which Coetzee explores ethics and power in his own writing. Some of 

his novels examine representations of the violence of South Africa as an embodied legacy 

of apartheid. It is in his fiction writing, Coetzee said in an interview, that he explores 

“liberating” and “playing with possibilities,” so it is in his fiction that this thesis looks to 

see how Coetzee represents the violence of sacrifice and the possibilities of moving 

beyond it in the South African context (246).  

When Junot Díaz discusses violence, he reflects, like Coetzee, on the embodiment 

of violence and the lasting nature of this violence in the bodies that have been marked by 

it. Díaz comments in an interview with BOMB Magazine that the violence perpetrated by 

dictators like Trujillo is its own kind of writing, an inscribing that “was done on the flesh 

and psyches of the Dominican people…and it’s the kind of writing that lasts far longer 

and resonates far deeper than many of its victims would care to admit.” This lasting 

violence is a kind of writing that Dominican authors cannot rival for duration, despite 

their attempts to do so. Violence has been written by power upon people, and narrative 

does not come close to matching that power, though Díaz advocates for writing as a way 

to lay bare the silences caused by these legacies of violence. Díaz positions his own 

writing in “issues of repression” in order to work for peace by writing about these 

silences caused by tyranny, which he hopes will “help people be more human, and by 

extension of course, would help the cause of peace” (Moreno 533). In this vein, Díaz, in 
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his SLATE interview, asks questions of how to respond to the heritage of violence: “How 

do you deal with this legacy? Do you run from it? Do you ignore it, deploy existential 

denial? These are strategies that add to the legacy's power, that guarantee its perpetuation. 

Or do you look into the silence and actually say the words that you have to say?” Díaz’s 

novel Oscar Wao seeks to answer that question, looking into, or at least indicating, some 

of those instances of violence.  

 These authors, in exploring their ideas of violence in the novels included in this 

thesis, work through motifs of sacrifice to understand violence. Sacrifice, however, is a 

term that has had many meanings attached to it, and those meanings have historical 

baggage that accompanies the use of sacrifice. Theorists have discussed sacrifice through 

many lenses, all causing the term to gain currency in critical conversation. Looking at a 

few of these theorists will help contextualize how this thesis understands sacrifice in 

order to examine its appearances in the selected novels.  

René Girard, the French historian and literary critic, for one, has examined 

sacrifice as a manifestation of violence within community by exploring the purpose of 

sacrifice in his book Violence and the Sacred, noting that sacrificial acts deflect violence 

away from a community. The nature of violence, Girard says, is not irrational, but will 

find a substitute victim if the object of its violence is unattainable, indicating substitution 

as the basis for sacrifice. According to Girard, a “sacrificeable” victim turns violence 

away from the society by resembling that which it is sacrificed for, and, thus, substitution 

becomes foundational to sacrifice (3-4). Sacrifice, however, relies both on masking the 

substitutionary step, while also remaining aware of its occurrence, as sacrifice “must 

never lose sight entirely, however, of the original object, or cease to be aware of the act 
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of transference from that object to the surrogate victim; without that awareness no 

substitution can take place and the sacrifice loses all efficacy” (5). Thus, communities 

tend to take their sacrificial victims from the marginal figures of their own societies, 

victims who resemble those they are substituted for but also lack the “crucial social link” 

that exposes them to violence without a fear of retribution (11-13). These marginal, 

sacrificeable victims allow substitution to occur while cloaking the transference of 

violence from one object to another. These preventative measures are vital for the 

stability of a community as sacrifice becomes “an instrument of prevention in the 

struggle against violence” (17). Sacrifice interrupts the cycle of revenge and stems the 

flood of violence within the community, which “reinforce[s] the social fabric” of the 

community (8).  

Jacques Derrida, the French theorist, has discussed the breaking down of 

substitution in sacrifice by exploring sacrifice as “a gift,” illustrating the inability of one 

being to atone efficaciously for another. In The Gift of Death, Derrida theorizes “a 

nonexhaustive exchange or sacrifice, an economy of sacrifice” in which each individual 

must die his or her own death (43). In this way, Derrida discusses the irreplaceable nature 

of an individual’s life and death, that the gift of death itself is what constitutes the 

“uniqueness and irreplaceable singularity of the self,” a singularity that “excludes every 

possible substitution” (42). Death is the sole event that each person must encounter alone: 

no other can take a person’s death from them, and death cannot be “borne, borrowed, 

transferred, delivered, promised, or transmitted” (45). In this way Derrida reflects upon 

the redemptive aspects of sacrifice and notes how self-sacrificial acts redeem, at best, 

only partially. In one sense, a person can take the place of another, to die for that other, 
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but no person can remove death from the future of an individual. Any self-sacrifice, then, 

creates feelings of responsibility in the person who is sacrificed for, as he is weighed 

down with the expectation of being worthy of the sacrifice (the gift he has received) and 

becomes responsible for the loss of the unique other (41, 51). This responsibility creates 

guilt in those who survive as they recognize their inability to reciprocate. In this position, 

Derrida states, “This guilt is originary, like original sin. Before any fault is determined, I 

am guilty inasmuch as I am responsible“ (51). This guilt, then, becomes “inherent” in 

sacrifice as the one being sacrificed for is “never responsible enough” for the one who 

has sacrificed, tying sacrifice to conversations of responsibility (52).  

Giorgio Agamben, an Italian philosopher, writes in his book Remnants of 

Auschwitz a brief, but important corrective to terms used in discussions of sacrifice. 

Writing about witness in the context of events that happened during the Holocaust, 

Agamben argues for why the term “Holocaust” should be rejected as the name for those 

events, objections stemming from the origins of the word in roots of sacrifice. The events 

in the camps in Germany, Agamben writes, are “irreducible to the real elements that 

constitute it” (12). In his corrective of terminology, Agamben desires to make “possible 

for certain words to be left behind and others to be understood in a different sense” as a 

way “to listen to what is unsaid,” which ties sacrifice to discussions of silence (13-14). 

Agamben investigates ‘holocaust’ as a term of sacrifice, the origins of which indicate that 

it was used by early Church fathers to justify the death of martyrs by reinvesting 

purposeless death with meaning (27-28). The term came from a Greek adjective meaning 

“completely burned” and was used “to translate…the complex sacrificial doctrine of the 

Bible,” and “in vernacular languages gradually acquires the meaning of the ‘supreme 
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sacrifice in the sphere of a complete devotion to sacred and superior motives’” (28, 30). 

Agamben rejects “holocaust” as a description of what happened to the Jews in Germany, 

arguing, “not only does the term imply an unacceptable equation between crematoria and 

altars; it also continues a semantic heredity that is from its inception anti-Semitic” (31). 

The term holocaust has been used to justify the meaningless as a form of sacrifice, 

making it inappropriate for what happened in the camps. Agamben’s rejection of the 

term, however, reveals that sacrifice, by its nature, is something that is not without 

meaning, and that “giving meaning back” to the incomprehensible is a perversion of 

sacrifice. Thus, terms of sacrifice are revealed to be inherently rooted in language and 

burdened by their linguistic journey, making the discussion of origins of sacrifice a place 

to look for silenced meanings and voices resisting narratives that want to rewrite them.  

These theorists have contributed to the usages of the term “sacrifice” in its 

chronological collection of meaning and history, making connections between sacrifice, 

violence, substitution, and language, connections that this text will draw out from the 

novels examined. Though many traditions and theories provide ways of understanding 

sacrifice, I will use the term in this project to refer to moments of violence within the 

novels that are used by a community or those in positions of power to shore up their 

control of a nation or narrative. I will use the literature itself by teasing out how each text 

uses and mobilizes sacrifice. What this project finds is that “sacrifice” in these novels 

functions both an instance of violence and as a placeholder. Not only do the authors use 

sacrifice to explore the nature of violence in postcolonial communities, but they also use 

sacrifice as a way of questioning the term itself, of looking through what sacrifice is to 

ask questions about community formation, the nature of narrative, and representations of 
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real-world violence. Instead of considering sacrifice as a pre-given entity, this project will 

look at how authors are questioning the term and using it to question to other areas of 

literary criticism. By examining how the authors write of sacrifice in their novels, this 

thesis focuses particularly on the use of sacrificial motifs that stem from the Judeo-

Christian tradition and are found in the Old Testament. These motifs offer a pattern for 

understanding elements of both limitation and longing seen in these novels through 

instances of sacrifice, while also forging links between sacrifice and its communal nature, 

and reflected in these authors’ investment in concepts of the nation and the transnational. 

This thesis will conclude by examining some of the implications of these connections 

between nation and narrative, while also discussing the issues that arise from examining 

sacrifice within this particular set of motifs from this particular tradition of sacrificial 

conventions. By setting forth a pattern of limitation and longing, this project makes 

suggestion for looking at larger patterns of sacrifice and self-awareness in text, gesturing 

toward areas of criticism that could be enhanced in understanding by exploring the 

possibilities and limitations of sacrifice.  
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CHAPTER ONE: ‘UNTIL I CAN NO LONGER SEE WHAT IS NO LONGER 

THERE’: TROPES OF SACRIFICE AND NATION-FORMATION IN SALMAN 

RUSHDIE’S SHAME 

 In his novel Shame (1983), Rushdie examines both the origins of violence in 

shame and shamelessness and the suppression of alternate histories by dominant myths 

against the backdrop of the modern-day country of Pakistan. He narrates the dialectic of 

shame through two characters caught within the cycle of shame: Omar Khayyam Shakil, 

a doctor and hypnotist who embodies shamelessness, and Sufiya Zinobia Hyder, a 

mentally-challenged girl-who-should-have-been-a-boy who becomes the receptacle of 

unfelt shame. The narrative follows the interactions between Shakil and the two leading 

men of the nation, Iskander Harappa and Sufiya Zinobia’s father, Raza Hyder. Omar 

Khayyam exists as the “peripheral” hero of the narrative, ingratiating himself with the 

leaders of the nation—Harappa by friendship and Hyder by marriage to Sufiya Zinobia—

but remaining on the margins of history. The shamed woman, Sufiya Zinobia, however, 

supersedes her husband to claim prominence in the novel. She occupies the position of an 

innocent in the text and becomes susceptible to the unfelt shame of her community. 

Sufiya Zinobia internalizes the violence of communal shame, an act that awakens within 

her body the Beast of shame—a monster that breaks out occasionally and with increasing 

frequency throughout the text and eventually turns the violence born of shame upon the 

community and those who have imposed shame upon her—her mother, father, and 

husband.  

As one of Rushdie’s novels, Shame, has garnered less critical attention than most 

of his others, barring, perhaps, his first—Grimus. Harold Branam, in his treatment of the 
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novel, indicates that Shame received less critical acclaim than the novels that bookended 

it: Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses (150). The prevalence of criticism on 

Midnight’s Children and The Satanic Verses stems partially from Rushdie’s being 

awarded the Booker Prize for the former and having a fatwa issued for him by Ayatollah 

Khomeini after the publication of the latter. Additionally, criticism has lagged because 

some critics believe Shame to be a break from Rushdie’s body of work (Hassumani 47). 

Brendon Nichols writes that most critics consider Shame to be “less fully achieved in 

formal or imaginative terms than its counterpart, Midnight’s Children” and that it is 

critically accepted as somewhat of an “underachievement,” though he does not hold that 

opinion himself (110). 

What criticism there has been of Shame typically deals with issues of gender and 

representation. The strongest critique of the novel has come from Aijaz Ahmad in 

“Rushdie’s Shame: Postmodernism, Migrancy and Representation of Women.” Ahmad 

writes “the great questions of the age” are ones of “representations of colonialism, 

nationhood, postcoloniality, the typology of rulers, their powers, corruptions, etc.,” 

questions that critics have often addressed in Rushdie’s writing (1461). However, Ahmad 

has strongly criticized Rushdie’s representation of women within Shame, stating that 

Rushdie makes “the frustration of erotic need…the central fact of a woman’s existence” 

(1467). He also excoriates Rushdie’s treatment of a small slice of the upper class as 

representative of Pakistan as a whole. However, my chapter returns to Shame to examine 

Rushdie’s portrayal of the violence of nation formation—here, modern Pakistan—

through tropes of sacrifice and its exclusion of alternate histories, especially those of 

women.  
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In Shame, Rushdie reveals a gendering of sacrifice as Sufiya Zinobia becomes an 

embodiment of the nation’s shame and self-destructive nature. Rushdie writes about two 

modes of sacrifice—pouring and burning—that he uses to demonstrate how the “not quite 

Pakistan” Peccavistan pours its communal shame into Sufiya Zinobia. Over the course of 

the narrative, Sufiya transforms into a figure of violence that threatens to tear apart the 

novel’s entire social-political order. For instance, the positioning of Sufiya Zinobia as 

scapegoat ultimately fails; she bows under the weight of societal shame until the pressure 

becomes too much and the Beast within her lashes out in fires of violence at the 

community. Rushdie parallels this process with that of the formation of modern Pakistan 

(1947-1983), a nation that was formed by one history forcibly overwriting another, an 

oppression that fails as alternate histories also erupt and unsettle the fiction of legitimacy 

of the nation of Pakistan. By paralleling modes of sacrifice with the events of Pakistan’s 

formation, Shame indicates that the cycles of sacrifice and nation formation continue as 

one sacrifice or fiction fails and is replaced with another. The paralleling of sacrifice and 

nation also highlights a hope for something beyond the cycle of national fictions, a 

possibility that the text reveals to be found beyond borders and through the perspective of 

the migrant. Both the tropes of sacrifice and the concepts of nation within the novel point 

to the possibility of moving beyond the cycles of shame portrayed in the text, but only at 

the cost of an annihilating, even purifying violence. The act of crossing borders in Shame 

moves the migrant to a place of potential hope. In doing so, Rushdie calls attention to the 

difficulty of representation in the text and indicates the limitations of text: that there are 

some places the text cannot reach and some answers it cannot give.  

I. WRITING THE COUNTRY OF SHAME 
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Rushdie’s Shame takes place against the backdrop of the inception of the nation 

of Pakistan. Pakistan was formed in 1947—a formation that, according to Cynthia Carey-

Abrioux, was “decreed in haste by the pens of the departing British Boundary 

Commission”—during the partition of British India (70). Pakistan’s inception stemmed 

from the assertion made by some of the leading influential Muslims in India that their 

minority—the Muslims of India—deserved their own state.  These Muslims, led by 

Mohammed Ali Jinnah and the All India Muslim League, started the movement that 

resulted in the separate nation of Pakistan, a movement which lobbied only seven years 

before the request was granted, causing Ashutosh Varshney to observe, “Few nations in 

the world have had such short gestation periods” (65). According to Ian Talbot, the goal 

of Jinnah and his associates was to achieve a state “in which Muslim economic, political 

and cultural interests could be safeguarded” (5). Even after this separate nation for 

Muslims was granted, Husain Haqqani noted that the leaders of the movement were far 

from agreeing on any of the points of government for the new nation, divisions that 

would create turmoil as Pakistan surged into nationhood (80). 

The Partition resulted in violence and displacement. As the new nation was 

formed, violence broke out in the lands that had been forcibly separated and between 

various religious and political groups affected by the Partition. Owen Bennett Jones 

notes, “when independence was attained, millions of people in northern India gave up 

their jobs, homes and communities, and began a terrifying journey to the ‘the land of the 

pure’” only to be met with violence along the way (46). The statistics on the number of 

people displaced and killed during the Partition are unknown, but some estimate that 
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around 9 million people were displaced and 200,000 people were killed (Bennett Jones 

46, Talbot 101).  

Violence between peoples in India and Pakistan was not the only result of the 

Partition; the achievement of a country of their own brought the divisions between 

Muslim groups within Pakistan to light. Varshney notes that, though Islam was used by 

leaders to solidify support for a new nation, “the internal diversities of Indian 

Muslims…were too deep to remain hidden and dormant for long. Something other than 

Islam was needed for nation-building” (65). Haqqani writes that it was only after they 

formed their own nation that these pre-existing divisions between groups were truly in 

evidence (84-5). These divisions within Pakistan created deeply rooted problems of 

national identity; groups could not agree on what it meant to be Muslim and to practice 

Islam, leading to what Varshney calls “a fundamental political incoherence” (60). 

Haqqani writes that the influx of migrants challenged what was “the hitherto vague idea 

of separate Muslim nationhood” and that the nation tried to address these challenges to 

unity with religious rule and anti-Indian sentiment (85). Haqqani likens the national 

identity crisis to “the psychosis of the unwanted child who is informed at an early age 

that his birth was unplanned, unwanted, or an accident—or, even worse, a mistake” (89). 

These differences became matters of violence as various groups struggled for power in 

Pakistan, and, as Talbot notes, these “post-independence regional identities are seen as a 

barrier to nation-building and as traitorous to the state’s foundational unity of purpose” 

(4).  

Since the country’s inception, the politics of Pakistan have been characterized by 

instability, caused in part by the factions warring for control of national identity. The 
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instability of the nation was particularly evident in 1971 when East Pakistan broke from 

the nation, a secession that formed the country of Bangladesh (Talbot 15; Bennett Jones 

xxx). Talbot describes the political chaos, writing, “Pakistan’s post-independence 

political history has thus been a fruitless search for stability with frequent changes of 

government and regime” (4). These fluctuations in governmental regimes have come at 

the hands of many different political leaders, three of whom make an appearance in 

Shame: Zulfikar Ali Bhutto as Iskander Harappa, Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq as Raza Hyder, 

and Benazir Bhutto as Arjumand Harappa (Branam 158). Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who served 

as both President and Prime Minister, came to power in 1971 and tried to unify the nation 

through Populism, which ultimately failed, Talbot asserts, because “Populism raised 

expectations which could not be met by an increasingly authoritarian regime” (1). 

Though viewed after his execution in 1979 as a martyr, Bhutto was “no stranger to 

violence and cruelty in his regime” (Talbot 215). During his reign, Bhutto appointed 

General Zia-ul-Haq as his Chief of Staff, who would eventually take over in a military 

coup and have Bhutto executed as a criminal (Bennett Jones xxxi; Talbot 216, 222). 

Under his military dictatorship, General Zia turned Pakistan into more than a nation for 

Muslims, making the nation, instead, an Islamic state. As President, Zia changed politics 

so that, according to Varshney, “Islam as religion became an explicit basis of state policy 

and conduct” (67). Zia died in 1988 in a rather suspicious plane crash. Shame was first 

published in 1983, before Zia’s death and before Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s eldest daughter, 

Benazir Bhutto served her two terms as Prime Minister (1988-1990, 1994-1996), but she 

still makes an appearance in the novel as Arjumand Harappa, Iskander’s only child and 

his foremost mythologizer.  
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Thinking about the nation and its leadership, Rushdie writes of Pakistan as “a 

historical blunder too, a country insufficiently imagined, conceived of the misguided 

notion that a religion could bind together peoples…whom geography and history had 

long kept apart” (Joseph Anton 60). Rushdie primarily excoriates the leaders of Pakistan, 

preferring to see the evils of the country as a top-down phenomenon; thus, Rushdie 

describes the nation as “that place where the crooked few ruled the impotent many, where 

bent civilian politicians and unscrupulous generals allied with one another, supplanted 

one another, and executed one another” (60). Clearly, Rushdie has President Bhutto and 

General Zia in mind. On the occasion of Zia’s death, Rushdie had particularly strong 

words for the military dictator in an essay he wrote where he called Zia, “one of the 

cruellest of modern tyrants” and criticized his policies as “medieval, misogynistic, 

stultifying” and “the ugliest possible face of the faith” (Imaginary Homelands 53-4). In 

his critique, however, Rushdie distanced the Pakistani Muslims from the character of 

their leader, saying that he believed that Zia’s policies “disturbed and frightened” the 

population of Pakistan as a whole (54). 

Rushdie’s nation of Shame is a fictionalized, “not-quite-Pakistan” Pakistan, which 

the narrator ends up naming, “Peccavistan,” punning on the roots of “sinned” and “Sind” 

(87, 119). Rushdie points out that the name of the real nation—Pakistan—was created by 

people outside of the country, that the name “was a word born in exile which then went 

East, was borne-across or trans-lated, and imposed itself on history; a returning migrant, 

settling down on partitioned land, forming a palimpsest on the past” (85-6). In this 

palimpsest, multiple histories are written over each other, each fighting to emerge; it is a 

Pakistan made up of pieces or “slices” (66). The fiction of Pakistan “obscures what lies 
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beneath,” so in order to create “Pakistan,” the other, alternate histories of India had to be 

violently subsumed in order to keep power in the hands of those who formed the new 

nation (86). In Shame, the eruption of shame from suppressed histories results in the 

overthrow of one government by another, a process that occurs repeatedly in both the text 

and the history of the non-fictional nation of Pakistan. Rushdie tells at slant the history of 

the regimes of Zulfikar Bhutto and General Zia, characterizing the Partition as the fiction 

of Pakistan over-writing the previous histories of India already in place. This change is 

jarring for some of the population of the new Pakistan as: 

the city’s old inhabitants, who had become accustomed to living in a land 

older than time, and were therefore being slowly eroded by the implacably 

revenant tides of the past, had been given a bad shock by independence, 

by being told to think of themselves, as well as the country itself, as new. 

(79)  

The old history is suppressed, and the new takes over. Later, another fiction of Pakistan 

emerges as Iskander Harappa takes over the government, causing hope to spark for the 

people oppressed by the former regime. However, Harappa’s government oppresses 

histories other than its own in turn, only to be overthrown later by General Raza Hyder’s 

military. The only variable in this cycle is the myth used to solidify the power of the 

dominant fiction. The fiction that is Pakistan, Rushdie writes, suppresses alternate 

histories by adopting registers of language that the people respect, enabling those in 

power to tamp down opposition to their regimes “by encircling them with words of 

power, words which the people are reluctant to see discredited, disenfranchised, mocked” 

(266). Rushdie writes that this process causes people to “lose faith in the faith, if not qua 
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faith then certainly as the basis for a state. And then the dictator falls, and it is discovered 

that he has brought God down with him, that the justifying myth of the nation has been 

unmade” (266). As one fiction is unmade, the nation is left with three options: 

“disintegration, or a new dictatorship” or “the substitution of a new myth for the old 

one,” and these myths are never in short supply (266-7). There seems to be no end to this 

cycle of national fictions; Rushdie reveals through Omar Khayyam Shakil and through 

the clarity of his final, though not fatal, illness that the future will be more of the same:  

During recessions in the fever he remembered dreaming things that he 

could not have known were true, visions of the future, of what would 

happen after the end…The fall of God, and in his place the myth of the 

Martyr Iskander. And after that arrests, retribution, trials, hangings, blood, 

a new cycle of shamelessness and shame. (294) 

Not only will the cycle of national myths repeat, but Omar Khayyam’s clairvoyant vision 

equates the fiction of nation with the cycle of shame, which is also without end, and 

creates a link to the person of Sufiya Zinobia that extends the conversation of repressed 

histories to include a gendered component.  

The pressure exerted by the fiction of nation parallels that of the shame placed 

upon Sufiya Zinobia, exhibiting the particularly gendered nature of these repressed 

histories. Additionally, the violence used to keep down alternate histories mirrors the 

violence directed against Sufiya Zinobia, indicating a gendered nature to this violence as 

well. Rani Harappa, the shameless Iskander’s wife, captures this phenomenon in one of 

her shawls, embodying the fiction of nation in Iskander Harappa, who stamps out any 

political resistance—resistance that Rani portrays as “a young girl, small, physically frail, 
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internally damaged: she had taken for her model her memory of an idiot, and 

consequently innocent, child, Sufiya Zinobia Hyder”—through violence, choking the 

female figure of an alternate history in his “unyielding fist” (204). Rani’s preservation of 

Iskander’s violence against resistance in the shawl parallels Rushdie’s preservation of the 

violence against Sufiya Zinobia.  

Through the parallels with Sufiya Zinobia, Rushdie illustrates the threat of these 

female histories to authoritative, national stability. He writes that “there is no place for 

monsters in civilized society,” that persons such as Sufiya Zinobia and beings like the 

Beast within her are consigned to the margins of society, placed on the outside of the 

community, and their emergence in the center of society causes trouble for the 

community (Shame 210). Communities base their identities on excluding such entities, 

and the society of the novel ignores Sufiya Zinobia’s presence within its walls “because 

her expulsion would have laid bare what-must-on-no-account-be-known, namely the 

impossible verity that barbarism could grow in cultured soil, that savagery could lie 

concealed beneath decency’s well-pressed shirt” (210). The existence of alternate 

histories, then, like the presence of Sufiya Zinobia, poses a threat to the nation because 

they could “shatter, as if it were a crystal, these people’s sense of themselves” (210). 

Thus, the fiction of nation must deny such perspectives in order to solidify its own power. 

Society’s attempt to repress its communal shame by shifting it into the person of Sufiya 

Zinobia fails because the instilling of that shame ignites a Beast within that then turns the 

violence of shame back upon the community. Similarly, the attempt to suppress female 

histories also fails as the prevailing fiction of nation cannot keep other histories from 

emerging, they come “march[ing] in from the peripheries” (181). Rushdie writes that 
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Pakistan, in particular, exemplifies this battle as its history can be seen as “a duel 

between two layers of time, the obscured world forcing its way back through what-had-

been-imposed” (86). And in this process of suppressing women in the text, the women 

refuse to be silenced, erupting through the layers written over them by the palimpsest of 

nation. 

Some have critiqued Rushdie for his sentiments about Pakistan. Aijaz Ahmad, for 

one, claims that the novelist portrays a very small slice of the population of Pakistan as 

representative of the whole and that Rushdie himself knew little of Pakistani life, as 

Pakistan “is a society Rushdie never knew in those golden years before the uprooting” 

(1466). Others have echoed this critique: Sabrina Hassumani claims in her book, Salman 

Rushdie: A Postmodern Reading of His Major Works, that the author approaches Pakistan 

“with an enormous blind spot” (49). Hassumani also claims that Rushdie misses a large 

part of Pakistan, namely, the “positive sense of ‘nationhood’ that inspired millions of 

Muslims to fight for independence from the British and then migrate from India to 

Pakistan” (49). Rushdie’s experiences in Pakistan explain some of the anger that critics 

have sensed in his portrayal of the country in Shame. When Rushdie was a boy in school 

in England, his parents moved from his childhood home in Bombay to Karachi, Pakistan. 

This, according to Rushdie, “deprived him of his home” (Joseph Anton 60). Thus, 

Rushdie’s feelings for Pakistan became self-reportedly “ferocious, satirical, personal” 

(60). Regardless of this loss of homeland, Rushdie “believes,” according to Haqqani, 

“that he knows Pakistan better than India, having been a regular visitor to Pakistan since 

the age of fourteen” (79). Rushdie, however, maintains that his position as a writer on the 

outside allows him a perspective that also carries value. Rufus Cook notes in his article, 
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“Place and Displacement in Salman Rushdie’s Work,” that Rushdie argues that his 

marginalized, external view allows him “to appreciate the pluralistic, contradictory nature 

of contemporary experience” (23). Rushdie approaches Pakistan as a migrant author, 

revisiting a country he knows through the lens of being outside of the nation. 

II. SACRIFICE IN SHAME 

In Shame, Rushdie focuses on the origins of violence that lie in shame or, more 

accurately, in the untranslatable word sharam, “For which this paltry ‘shame’ is a wholly 

inaccurate translation” (Shame 33). According to Rushdie, within shame and 

shamelessness lie the “roots of violence,” roots that Rushdie examines through the 

character of Sufiya Zinobia, who finds her own origins in the stories of real others and 

their interactions with shame. Rushdie makes connections between shame and violence, 

asserting that if a person or people are shamed for long enough, “a wildness bursts out of 

them” and that violence overwhelms and confuses them, but also infuses the people with 

pride (119). 

Within the novel, Sufiya Zinobia’s subjectivity becomes split. The little girl who 

rejoiced to bask in the love directed toward and reflected off of others becomes the 

dwelling place of the Beast of shame that eventually subsumes her subjectivity, a process 

that begins when Sufiya Zinobia’s family imposes the role of scapegoat upon her. Her 

mother, Bilquís, makes Sufiya Zinobia the scapegoat for her shame of not bearing a son, 

stating, “I must accept it: she is my shame”; her father, Raza Hyder, also views himself as 

sacrificing his daughter for the good of his career, identifying with Abraham’s sacrifice 

of Isaac (Rushdie, Shame 101, 245). Sufiya Zinobia herself also seems to view herself as 

a sacrifice: as a young girl, Sufiya Zinobia tears her hair “seriously, systematically, as if 
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inflicting ritual injury upon herself” (140, emphasis mine). And later, when she realizes 

the presence of the Beast of shame within herself, Sufiya Zinobia repeatedly throws her 

subjectivity between the Beast within her body and those that the Beast would attack, 

encounters that often result in harm to the girl’s own body. The narrator suggests that 

several of her illnesses reflected inner attempts “by her ordinary self, by the Sufiya-

Zinobia-ness of her, to defeat the Beast, even at the cost of her own life,” even though she 

is ultimately unable to overcome the Beast (208). 

Sufiya Zinobia represents one of these marginal figures, incapable of the 

appropriate social ties because she is developmentally challenged. The narrator states that 

her “timing” slows down due to a medication, preventing her from interacting with 

society in a “normal” way. The narrator claims that he did this to Sufiya Zinobia in order 

to create innocence in her:  

I did it to her, I think, to make her pure. Couldn’t think of another way of 

creating purity in what is supposed to be the Land of the Pure…Sufiya 

Zinobia has grown, her mind more slowly than her body, and owing to this 

slowness she remains, for me, somehow clean (pak) in the midst of a dirty 

world. (Rushdie, Shame 123) 

This purity allows Sufiya Zinobia to function as the scapegoat—a receptacle for the 

shame of her family, community, and country—due to the undeserved nature of her 

shame. In many ways, Sufiya functions in the novel as a sacrificial figure in the ways 

René Girard theorizes in his text Violence and the Sacred. According to Girard, sacrifice 

acts to deflect violence away from a community. A community seeks a sacrificial victim 

to become a substitute for itself. In this way, Girard argues, “The sacrifice serves to 
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protect the entire community from its own violence” (8). This substitution allows the 

violence inherent within the community to be deflected upon “a surrogate,” revealing that 

the “purpose of the sacrifice is to restore harmony to the community to reinforce the 

social fabric” (30, 8). These substitute victims must resemble the object of the sacrifice, 

thus the community chooses figures from the margins of society, people who are 

“incapable of establishing or sharing the social bonds that link the rest of the inhabitants” 

(11-12). Thus, Sufiya Zinobia becomes a fitting sacrificial victim as an embodiment of 

shame. Though filling the role of the scapegoat deflects violence away from her 

community, Sufiya Zinobia discovers “in the labyrinths of her unconscious self the 

hidden path that links sharam to violence; and that, awakening, she was as surprised as 

anyone by the force of what had been unleashed. The beast inside the beauty” (144). 

Rushdie reveals this split nature of Sufiya Zinobia—innocent girl, designated scapegoat, 

and violent Beast—through the language he uses of sacrifice. 

 Interestingly, Rushdie interweaves this figure of Pakistan’s personal and political 

shame through modes of sacrifice that can be traced to the tradition of Old Testament 

sacrifices. The Old Testament presents many tropes of sacrifice; two of the most 

commonly cited modes of sacrifice are the presentation of drink offerings and burnt 

offerings. Both tropes are present in the earliest book of the Old Testament: Jacob, an 

early forefather of the nation of Israel, is recorded to have offered a drink offering that he 

“poured” out on a memorial pillar (The Holy Bible: New King James Version, Gen. 

35:14). Burnt offerings also show up frequently in Genesis, including in the account of 

Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his long-promised and awaited son, Isaac (Gen. 22). 

Drink offerings—often wine—were presented as sacrifices of harvest and thankfulness 
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for what had been provided by God, an offering of “firstfruits” (Lev. 23:9-14). Drink 

offerings could also be poured out in conjunction with a lamb for purposes of 

consecration or setting apart (Ex. 29:40). However, it is important to note that sacrifices 

for sin or guilt offerings required the burnt offering of an animal in order to atone for 

sin—drink offerings which were poured out were insufficient. Instead, sacrifices for sin 

and guilt required that an animal be offered and completely burnt on the altar (Lev. 1, 4). 

No drink offering alone was sufficient to cleanse; blood must be shed, and an animal 

sacrifice must be burned.  

 It is within these tropes of sacrifice—pouring and burning—that Rushdie’s novel 

explores the intersections of sacrifice and nation. Again and again within the text, shame 

is figured as a liquid, and this liquidness is used to represent the transference of 

communal shame and the violence it entails. Rushdie explores the nature of shame 

through the language of water and liquid, including a longer discussion of it as a drink 

(Shame 125). Other passages use the same language, referring to others who drown in 

“the waters of his shame” (212).  Whenever a person commits an act that garners shame, 

“Out flows the bubbling emotion and you drink your fill” (125).  The difficulty occurs 

when people decide not to drink deep of their dose of shame; people do shameful things 

but feel no shame—“they are done shamelessly” (125). When the liquid shame is not 

drunk by those who accrue it, it is spouted into the “ether,” unfelt. Once in a while, there 

are unfortunate souls who become receptacles of the un-drunk, liquidy shame. Sufiya 

Zinobia becomes one such receptacle when her fever as a child caused her to drink in the 

shame that surrounded her, caused her to “absorb, like a sponge, a host of unfelt 

feelings…emotions that should have been felt, but were not” (124-5). Sufiya Zinobia, in 
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her reduced developmental capacity, is unable to explain all this shame she absorbs, so 

she internalizes the guilt and blame. Sufiya Zinobia is aware that “things that don’t seem 

to be from anywhere” dwell within her, horrible things that she feels “must be her own 

fault. If she were good the bad things would go elsewhere, so that means she is not good” 

(226). As a scapegoat, she imbibes the unfelt shame of her community. 

This passing of the cup of shame creates social stability as the violence of shame 

is redirected away from the community and into a scapegoat. Rushdie uses janitorial 

imagery to indicate that the presence of these scapegoats allows a community to clean up 

its shameful messes and shut them away to preserve a sense of decorum:  

into the ether goes the unfelt shame of the world. Whence, I submit, it is 

siphoned off by the misfortunate few, janitors of the unseen, their souls the 

buckets into which squeegees drip what-was-spilled. We keep such 

buckets in special cupboards. Nor do we think much of them, although 

they clean up our dirty waters. (Shame 125) 

This exemplifies René Girard’s theory that sacrifice allows society to redirect the flow of 

violence—which he refers to through the language of floods and tides—and permits 

society “to stem this rising tide of indiscriminate substitutions and redirect violence into 

‘proper’ channels” (10). The substitution stabilizes society by containing the violence that 

threatens it from within. This need on the part of society to suppress shame in order to 

stave off violence is figured in Shame through language of the pressure and weight of the 

waters of shame. The community uses the weight of shame to preserve the appearance of 

polite society.  
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The novel calls attention to these pressures of society particularly as they are 

directed against women and the roles they play, roles that allow the community to place 

the weight of these waters upon them. In one passage, the text speaks of the “monsoon 

water” of marriage that builds, getting “heavier and heavier, until one day, with a great 

crash, the whole roof falls in on your head” (Rushdie Shame 93). Rani, in particular, feels 

this pressure and weight of society after her marriage to Iskander Harappa, indicated by a 

coupling of the language of pressure and liquid as she “feels the youth and gaiety being 

crushed out of her, drop by drop, by the pressure of the passing moments” (95). This 

combination of pressure and liquid becomes particularly apparent on Sufiya Zinobia’s 

wedding night. Bilquís attempts to explain to Sufiya’s childlike understanding the 

concept of sex, but even the attempt to communicate reveals the pressure society places 

upon women and marriage: on this night Bilquís “spoke so ponderously that it was plain 

that each word was a heavy weight which she was hauling up from the fathomless well of 

her duty” (209). Bilquís explains marital relationships in terms of oceans and sea 

creatures, while Sufiya Zinobia foreshadows the future violence of breaking through the 

waters of shame when she states, “‘I hate fish’” (209). Naveed, Sufiya’s sister, indicates 

the violence that is latent in the way that society keeps women suppressed by the pressure 

of watery shame when she says that society should have corrected Sufiya Zinobia’s 

shameful nature by drowning her at birth (179).   

The critical attention that Shame has received has focused primarily on this issue 

of roles and representation of women within the novel. Kuortti writes that it was Shame 

that brought gender issues to the forefront of conversations about Rushdie’s writings, 

particularly in regards to the representation of women, a trend which continues in 
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criticism of his later works (30). Ayelet Ben-Yishai in his article, “The Dialectic of 

Shame: Representation in the MetaNarrative of Salman Rushdie’s Shame,” observes that 

criticism of Rushdie’s representation of women in Shame has covered all points on a 

spectrum, “ranging from charges that his treatment is misogynist (Ahmad 144, 148; 

Cundy 52) to praise for his emancipatory vision (Needham)” (194-5). Gurnah states the 

women in Shame have “a problematic agency,” and Ahmad also takes Rushdie to task for 

his self-congratulatory comments about his representations of women in interviews 

(Gurnah 4-5; Ahmad 1466). Though some critique these representations of women as 

being silencing or sexually demonizing, others point to the tendency of the text to 

undermine structures of authority as a way of liberating women through Shame. Nichols 

writes, “Rushdie’s fiction refuses to submit to a culture’s narratives of legitimacy…by 

evacuating all bases of authority” (118-9). Carey-Abrioux writes that Rushdie 

participates in the legacy of writing “the disruptive urge to disclose and denounce, often 

covertly, all authoritarian models of legitimacy, through fictional re-inscriptions of a new 

order build on the plurality of competing discourses with their liberating, linguistic 

inventions, which are strikingly modern in their joyful and exhilarating polysemy” (66). 

This inverting of power dynamics allows some to view Rushdie’s representations of 

women as, at least, partially redemptive. Ben-Yishai notes that Shame does not allow the 

women of the novel to speak; however, “its representation of these women can be read as 

exposing the violence and the silencing imposed on their voices by the selfsame 

representation” (212).  In this way, the text illuminates an issue of gender by participating 

in it and calling attention to its presence.  



19 

I argue that, in Shame, these critical debates over gender prove inextricable from 

the novel’s treatment of sacrifice. Specifically, the gendering of sacrifice provides an 

important avenue for exploring and understanding Rushdie’s representation of women 

within Shame. Rushdie’s novel brings to the surface the violence enacted against women 

in both the cycles of shame and the fictions of nation, revealing these women to be the 

histories that have been suppressed. Through the trope of pouring out, the treatment of 

sacrifice in the text calls attention to the shame poured into women and the oppressive 

waters used to suppress their stories. However, Rushdie’s ability to unsettle structures of 

legitimacy and authority through his use of sacrifice provides an opening for 

reconsidering the representation of women. In Shame, histories silenced by shame begin 

to emerge or break through the pressures exerted upon them. Rushdie describes the 

sacrificial figure of Sufiya Zinobia using a second trope of sacrifice that provides another 

method of analyzing gender by violently bringing these struggles to the surface and 

insisting upon their recognition.  

To illustrate the demands of women to have their histories included in the text, 

Rushdie reveals, within the waters of shame, the creation of a Beast that embodies the 

violence of shame being sequestered away from the community, a Beast that becomes a 

second entity dwelling within Sufiya Zinobia’s frame. Rushdie describes this Beast in 

terms of burning, another trope of sacrifice. The Beast of shame and its violence manifest 

in language of fire, burning, flame, and spark. Rushdie writes the character of Sufiya 

Zinobia as being not only a receptacle of shame, but also the host for the Beast created by 

shame. Sufiya Zinobia has spent her life as the embodiment of shame through “A 

pouring-in to her too-sensitive spirit of the great abundance of shame” that exists all 
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around her (Shame 178). Within the waters of shame that flood Sufiya Zinobia’s being, 

the violence of shame has created a monster, one that is indicated by “A fire beneath the 

skin” and “a golden blaze” (178). This monster is kindled by the violence of shame and 

sustains itself by “feeding on certain emotions” within Sufiya Zinobia and, at times, 

others (208). This parallels René Girard’s description of the violence of sacrifice as “a 

raging fire that feeds on the very objects intended to smother its flames” (31). By making 

Sufiya Zinobia a scapegoat, Raza and Bilquís intended to suppress the violence of shame, 

but instead the Beast feeds off of her. Sufiya Zinobia herself is aware of these two 

contradictory things—the waters of shame and the violent fires ignited by shame—within 

herself when she acknowledges: “There is no ocean but there is a feeling of sinking. It 

makes her sick. There is an ocean. She feels its tide. And, somewhere in its depths, a 

Beast, stirring” (227). 

 From her very beginnings, the shame poured into Sufiya Zinobia ignites a fire of 

violence that exhibits itself first as uncontrollable blushing. Her blushes, “like petrol 

fires,” are what the narrator reveals to be a “slow burning” (Rushdie Shame 124, 126). 

These blushes occur in response to the shame of the world that spills into her (124). 

These are the first indications of the presence of the Beast within Sufiya Zinobia. 

Eventually the blushes become internalized, and the violence ignited by shame becomes 

unseen to others, though Sufiya herself is still aware of it (226-7). She also becomes 

aware of the presence of the Beast and her transformations into it when she realizes, “‘I 

am changing into something,’ but when those words come into her head she doesn’t 

know what they mean. How do you change into a something?”(227). Rushdie describes 

the Beast she becomes as made of “yellow fire” (256-7). The Beast feeds on shame and 
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loosens Sufiya Zinobia’s grasp on her subjectivity, as “whatever other-than-Beastly part 

of her remained was gradually losing its ability to resist the blood-creature within” (208). 

Eventually, the Beast, “the hot thing, the yellow fire,” destroys her “Sufiya-Zinobia-

ness,” as it “consumed her utterly, like a house-gutting blaze,” and what is left is “a 

principle, the embodiment of violence, the pure malevolent strength of the Beast” (256-

7). Sufiya Zinobia’s body becomes “the violence which had been born of shame, but 

which by now lived its own life beneath her skin,” a violence that was instilled in her as a 

sacrificial innocent (257). In the end, the girl that “was” Sufiya Zinobia transforms into a 

mere illusion of life that the narrator compares to a dead body being burned: “Throw a 

body on a funeral pyre, and it will jerk, genuflect, sit up, dance, smile; the fire pulls the 

nerve-strings of the corpse, which becomes the fire’s puppet, conveying a ghastly illusion 

of life amidst the flames” (257). Sufiya Zinobia disappears, and the Beast takes over her 

body completely. 

In the attempt to enact its violence of shame, the Beast, the fire created by shame, 

must first escape the pressure society exerts to suppress it. In the text, the Beast rises 

through the waters of shame. As the Beast gains strength, it begins stirring “in the depths 

of the ocean” of shame that surround it, and by feeding it starts “bloating towards the 

surface” (230-1). Sufiya Zinobia, as the Beast begins to emerge, senses that:  

she is a tide rising towards flood, she feels something coming, roaring, 

feels it take her, the thing, the flood or perhaps the thing in the flood, the 

Beast bursting forth to wreak its havoc on the world, and after that she 

knows nothing, will remember nothing, because it, the thing, is free. (231) 
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Indeed, the Beast does break free and begins to enact the violence of revenge on the 

community that has poured its shame into Sufiya Zinobia as a scapegoat, eventually 

circling in on those who are most responsible: her mother, father, and husband. Rushdie 

parallels the tropes of sacrifice—pouring and burning—with his concepts of nation. The 

cycle of a nation mirrors the cycle of shame. 

III. IMPLICATIONS OF SHAME 

While the novel indicates that the cycles of shame and nation continue beyond the 

text, Rushdie’s writing also suggests that the fire of the violence instigated by shame may 

contain a cleansing element that can atone for the community through a form of 

vengeance or judgment. This cleansing, however, if it is possible, only comes through 

violence, a self-negating violence that works through complete annihilation: the 

immolation of Sufiya Zinobia Shakil that ends the novel.  

Earlier in the text, a character—Zoroaster, the customs official at the border near 

Q. and father of one of Omar Khayyam Shakil’s first victims—begs the sun “to come 

down to earth and engulf the planet in its brilliant cleansing fire” after losing his daughter 

and being driven mad by the desert (Rushdie Shame 50). Later, the explosion that kills 

Bilquís’ father is likened to “the hot firewind of apocalypse,” bringing into the text the 

concept of fires of judgment. These moments bring to the fires of violence ignited by 

shame the concept of a cleansing aspect of the flames of sacrificial violence. The novel 

also suggests that the violence of sacrifice and shame, when it breaks out, may lead the 

victim of shame to the realization of some kind of truth. Rushdie portrays this possibility 

through one of the ghosts of Sufiya Zinobia’s origins. The narrator reveals this root of 

Sufiya Zinobia’s existence to be a boy who, from all appearances, simply ignited one 
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day. His burning was internally, not externally, caused and appeared to happen of his 

own volition. The narrator posits that the boy grasped the truth that “We are energy; we 

are fire; we are light. Finding the key, stepping through into that truth, a boy began to 

burn” (120). Rushdie equates this truth to a key that allows a person to go beyond or 

“step through,” but only through immolation, a moment of the self-negating violence of 

annihilation.    

The novel ends with a day of judgment, or “reckoning,” when those who are 

responsible for the pouring of shame into a scapegoat atone for their commissions and 

omissions, a day that opens the possibility for cleansing, but only through the annihilating 

violence of immolation (Rushdie Shame 304). The violence of sacrifice and shame, 

embodied in the Beast within Sufiya Zinobia, enacts revenge against the shameless—

Omar Khayyam Shakil—ignoring the pleas he has previously entered of just being a 

spectator to shamelessness. The Beast kills Sufiya Zinobia’s husband and then begins to 

fade, allowing the narrator to reveal that in the cycle of shame, all must pay the price for 

the violence of shame, both the shame-filled and the shameless, and that the Beast of 

shame ultimately destroys the bodies that house it:  

she stood there blinking stupidly, unsteady on her feet, as if she didn’t 

know that all the stories had to end together, that the first was just 

gathering its strength, that on the day of reckoning the judges are not 

exempt from judgment, and that the power of the Beast of shame cannot 

be held for long within any one frame of flesh and blood, because it 

grows, it feed and swells, until the vessel bursts. (304-5)  
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At this point, Sufiya Zinobia combusts, and both she and her husband—shame and 

shamelessness—are burned away by her immolation. This explosion of fire does more 

than kill, and it destroys more than just the stories of Sufiya Zinobia and Omar Khayyam. 

It annihilates. The novel’s culminating act of incendiary violence levels the family house 

to “nothingness,” leaving not a trace behind:  

And then the explosion comes, a shock-wave that demolishes the house, 

and after it the fireball of her burning, rolling outwards to the horizon like 

the sea, and last of all the cloud, which rises and spreads and hangs over 

the nothingness of the scene, until I can no longer see what is no longer 

there. (305)  

The complete destruction of the fires of violence emphasizes the negation involved in this 

sacrifice. The narrator, surveying “the nothingness” left behind,  “can no longer see what 

is no longer there” (305, emphasis mine). The hope of cleansing, then, comes fast on the 

heels of the fires of violence; whatever possibility there might be for something beyond 

the cycle of shame lies outside of the text, which ends in fire, and in the newness that 

follows complete and ashy annihilation. The cycle of national fictions continues well 

beyond the story as one government—built upon a justifying myth—is replaced by 

another regime possessing its own justifying myth.  

But just as the fires of violence offer the potential of cleansing, the cycle of 

national fictions points to a possibility of hope, however muted. And we can see this 

through a hope that derives from crossing borders. At the end of the novel, Omar 

Khayyam flees with his in-laws, Raza and Bilquís Hyder, running for the border where 

there lies “beyond the border, the possibility of hope” (Rushdie Shame 284). Omar 
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Khayyam historically had issues with borders, feeling a sense of vertigo that came from 

the sense that the borders and anything beyond (including that sense of hope) were 

foreclosed to him. During the flight from Sufiya Zinobia, Omar Khayyam reflects that his 

feelings of vertigo “are warning him that whatever anyone says he ought to know that the 

border is the edge of his world, the rim of things, and that the real dreams are these far-

fetched notions of getting across that supernatural frontier into some wild hallucination of 

a promised land” (284). Crossing the border leads to a place of hope, a “promised land,” 

but Omar Khayyam cannot reach it. His mother-in-law, Bilquís, reaches the end of her 

journey and slips toward death herself because she is a woman who has given up on 

hope, “a woman who has ceased to believe in frontiers and whatever-might-lie-beyond” 

(289). She cannot believe in a possibility beyond the frontier and so fades away. Rushdie 

also talks about this “hopefulness” as the best part of seceding nations: by cutting ties to 

their fictions of nation, new nations demonstrate a hope for something new, something 

less fictional than the myths that have been imposed them. Rushdie parallels the 

hopefulness of nations with that of the migrant, one who becomes “unstuck from their 

native land” (85). 

The figure of the migrant embodies the possibility for hope beyond. Migrants 

achieve their status as migrants by crossing borders of their own; the narrator suggests 

that this is like escaping gravity, and by doing so migrants “have flown,” to the envy of 

others who are still stuck (84). Rushdie equates gravity with belonging, asserting that 

both “observably exist”—people are self-evidently attached to the ground and, equally 

self-evidently, attached to a nation. Yet, for Rushdie, though gravity and belonging are 
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observable, “neither is understood,” and the idea of “belonging” to a nation is as fictional 

as the concept of nation itself:  

We know the force of gravity, but not its origins; and to explain why we 

become attached to our birthplaces we pretend that we are trees and speak 

of roots. Look under your feet. You will not find gnarled growths 

sprouting through the soles. Roots, I sometimes think, are a conservative 

myth, designed to keep us in our places (84). 

These myths of belonging are the same as the myths of nation, all of which exert the 

same pressure that shame does, to keep communities contained and alternate histories 

subsumed. Roots discourage people from crossing borders. However, some people, like 

the narrator of Shame (possibly speaking for Rushdie himself), have begun to “come 

loose.” The narrator states that ties between himself and his nation have given way 

somewhat, though he does admit those ties are not completely severed (22). Something 

about roots makes it impossible to sever completely or cleanly from a sense of belonging 

for, as Rushdie states about Omar Khayyam’s flight from his childhood home, “no escape 

is final” (131). 

Though Rushdie often views rootlessness as a kind of freedom, there is a cost to 

this flight. For Rushdie, that cost is a form of lack: it is “emptiness.” Migration becomes 

a type of self-negation as the migrant loses hold on aspects of identity that are rooted in 

nation: “we have come unstuck from more than land. We have floated upwards from 

history, from memory, from Time. I may be such a person. Pakistan may be such a 

country” (Rushdie, Shame 85). Like the absence left by the annihilation needed for 

cleansing, crossing beyond borders to seek for whatever hope lies there requires its own 
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sacrifice, its own negation. However, the hope of crossing borders is due to the 

possibility that the loss may be accompanied by something gained, an idea that Rushdie 

brings into play with his discussions of translation. Translation is, itself, another form of 

crossing borders—borders of language. Rushdie operationally defines “translation” as an 

act of being “borne across” (23). The story itself is a translated thing: the nations, the 

characters, the narrator are all picked up from one place and moved to another. The 

country is not Pakistan, while still being Pakistan, ultimately existing as “not quite” 

Pakistan (22). The characters, Sufiya Zinobia in particular, have their roots and their 

belonging in real people in other places and have been moved for the telling of the story. 

The storyteller himself claims to be a “translated man,” to having been “borne across” as 

one of the migrants (22).  

In all this translation, Rushdie admits that things are lost. Certain words that 

Rushdie wishes to explore—sharam and takallouf—do not have exact equivalents in 

English and “refuse to travel across linguistic frontiers” (Shame 104). So, in this, 

Rushdie’s narrator writes that he must resign himself to “the inevitability of the missing 

bits” (66). But in the midst of this loss, Rushdie insists, “something can also be gained” 

(23). This recurs in the novel, as in other writings by Rushdie: some thing can be gained 

through translation and migration, but, like the possibility for cleansing and the hope that 

lies beyond borders, Rushdie does not name what that some thing is; that identification is 

withheld from the text.  

And here is where, I believe, the parallels of the cycle of shame and the fiction of 

nation lead us: beyond the text. Quite skillfully, Rushdie crafts a longing for an un-

defined, unnamed thing beyond the unending cycles of shame and nation that comprise 
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the text; he posits the possibility for such a thing, and then places it firmly beyond the 

reach of the text. I do not believe that Rushdie is implying that there is nothing beyond 

cycles of shame and nothing outside of the fiction of nation. Aijaz Ahmad criticizes 

Rushdie for what he calls “the infinite bleakness of Shame,” arguing that Rushdie misses 

the “dailiness of lives lived under oppression, and the human bonding” that make life 

palatable and hopeful (1465). Andrew Teverson, in his response to Ahmad’s critique of 

Shame, argues that Ahmad is looking for something in Rushdie’s writing that the author 

does not pursue: “The novel, for Rushdie, is about self-expression, storytelling, question-

asking, not about offering or promoting a particular programme for political change. He 

does not see it as his job, as a novelist, to provide answers” (48). In Cosmopolitan 

Criticism and Postcolonial Literature, Robert Spencer argues that Rushdie’s novels 

function as a “molester of certainties” but fail to actually achieve an alternate condition, 

as Rushdie’s writing is not sufficiently solutions-oriented (139). In his essay “Imaginary 

Homelands,” Rushdie himself also makes this point. While his writing does ask questions 

like, “How are we to live in the world?,” Rushdie continues that he does not “propose to 

offer, prescriptively, any answers to these questions” (Imaginary Homelands 13). 

Teverson continues this thread by arguing that while Rushdie behaves as “an observer” or 

even a “voyeur,” Rushdie “cannot act to change what he sees” (50). Though the cycles 

that the people of Shame are caught in may seem bleak and desperate, the text does not 

indicate that there is no answer to these apparently unceasing cycles. Rushdie does 

indicate the possibility for something else. It is at this point that I, and, I believe Rushdie, 

depart from Teverson and Spencer. While Rushdie does not seek to provide answers or 

solutions to the questions that he asks, this is not an absence of action. Rushdie has 
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written that “description is itself a political act” and that “redescribing the world is the 

necessary first step towards changing it” (Imaginary Homelands 13-4). Within his 

questions, Rushdie takes what he believes to be a step toward change. There are limits, 

however, to what the representation of the world can capture or affect, and Rushdie’s 

novel, Shame, brings one of these limitations of the representation to the forefront.  

Rushdie’s novels destabilize and unsettle certainties, but they do not provide 

solutions—Shame is no different. In the story, both Rushdie and his narrator translate the 

reality of Pakistan into the text, which includes translating the violence of reality into the 

story. This real violence, however, is beyond the ability of the novel to truly capture: it 

falls far short of the tragedy of violence from which the story originates. In Shame, 

Rushdie, who is sometimes criticized for trying to represent things beyond his grasp 

(women or Pakistan, for example), calls clear attention to the limits of representation in 

his writing. In the process of translation from reality to text, there are things that are lost. 

The text will always fail to express the real stories that are the motivating impulse of the 

novel because the text itself cannot escape the logic of shame, but Rushdie still hopes that 

something may be also be gained.  

This tension of loss and gain is embodied in Sufiya Zinobia’s origins in a non-

fictitious moment of violence and shame. The narrator of Shame reveals the specific case 

of violence from whence his story derives to be the story of a teenage girl killed in 

London by her Pakistani father because she brings shame on the family due to her 

relationship with a white boy, a shame “that only her blood could wash away” (117). Her 

father is exonerated for lack of evidence—the community in which the crime took place 

refuses to bear witness to the crime—even though the girl, whom Rushdie calls Anna, 
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turns out to be innocent of the “shame” she supposedly caused. Sufiya Zinobia grows 

“out of the corpse of that murdered girl” (118). This origin story illustrates that Rushdie 

is not unaware of another cost of migration: the violence that results from xenophobia 

and prejudice against ethnic migrants who have chosen to go beyond borders exemplified 

in the story of the third ghost from whom Sufiya Zinobia is born—another migrant girl 

attacked by white boys on a subway, a girl who “is not one girl but many” (119). These 

ghosts of real events bring with them the limitations of the text to capture the reality of 

the violence perpetrated against them. Rushdie knows that he cannot present the real 

violence of their stories, so to write about Anna, the narrator has to translate her from 

London to his “not quite Pakistan” where she “caught brain-fever and turned into a sort 

of idiot” (119). The narrator translates Anna into Sufiya Zinobia, whom, he claims, the 

novel is “about” or rather, “that Sufiya Zinobia is about this novel” (55). Sufiya’s roots as 

a translated victim of shame acknowledge the loss and sacrifice that come along with 

translation, but the limitations of the narrative still point to a potential gain through 

translation. In a later chapter, I will discuss Junot Díaz’s novel The Brief Wondrous Life 

of Oscar Wao, a text that explores these moments of violence that follow migrants in 

their moves back and forth between countries and also moments of sacrifice in a 

transnational space.   

The gain that comes from translating Anna into Sufiya, from moving her 

transnationally from London to Pakistan, may be in Rushdie’s act of pointing his readers 

beyond. Shame indicates hope beyond borders, but the novel cannot take us there. The 

author indicates that, outside of the cycle of shame, there may exist an alternative, but the 

novel clearly ends in nothingness. Sufiya Zinobia’s immolation has annihilated all, 
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leaving the nothingness that ends the novel. The concluding words consist of a negation, 

an absence, and at this point the text must be silent. Whatever may come after such a 

sweeping moment of violence, the text cannot reach it and calls attention to its very 

inability. There may be an answer, but the text cannot represent it. And Rushdie knows it. 

Whether it is the newness borne of the immolation and annihilation of a sacrifice, or the 

hope that migrants pursue beyond borders, or the unnamable gain of translating a man, a 

country, a word, a story, the identification or the grasp of such a thing, exists only beyond 

the text of Rushdie’s novel. It is outside, beyond the nothingness, that he points us to 

look. 
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CHAPTER TWO: UNTENABLE ATONEMENT: SACRIFICIAL LIVING AND 

NATION IN J. M. COETZEE’S DISGRACE 

J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace (1999) begins with his protagonist, David Lurie, 

reflecting that he has “solved the problem of sex rather well,” only to have his solution 

revealed as flawed and hollow (1). Over the course of the narrative, Coetzee raises 

questions regarding the sufficiency of language and atonement in post-apartheid South 

Africa. Like Lurie’s supposed solution to sex, the problems of South Africa remain 

unsolved as violence, prejudice, and anger still plague the nation after the fall of 

apartheid and the advent of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Similarly, the 

solutions Coetzee presents in Disgrace appear ineffective to combat the issues that plague 

the characters’ attempts to live in the South African context. However, I argue that 

Disgrace, contrary to what many critics propose, includes what Lurie calls, “a solution of 

sorts” (88). Like Lurie’s “solution” that consists of a trio including himself, his young—

and coerced—student and lover, Melanie Isaacs and his grown daughter, Lucy, the 

solution that Coetzee’s novel proposes is a disturbing one. Using Old Testament modes 

of sacrifice that recall the Day of Atonement, Coetzee presents two contrasting 

approaches to living in post-apartheid South embodied in the figures of David Lurie and 

Lucy and described in the perfective tense of verbs to elucidate the differences between 

them. In Disgrace, Coetzee writes about the intersection of sacrifice and language in the 

pastoral form, signaling the failures of post-apartheid South Africa while simultaneously 

proposing a potential solution to the residual problems of the apartheid era, only to reveal 

through the use of sacrifice that this approach to living in South Africa is wholly 

untenable. 
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Disgrace narrates the fall of David Lurie from his position as a communications 

professor at the Cape Technical University in Cape Town, South Africa. Becoming 

sexually involved with a student, Lurie is disgraced as the affair comes to light, and, after 

a brutal hearing designed to elicit contrition and repentance from Lurie, he is asked to 

resign from his position. To avoid the messy procedures of moving on, Lurie goes to visit 

his daughter, Lucy, in her smallholding in the Eastern Cape. While there, Lurie begins 

work on an opera about Byron and also begins working at a local animal shelter run by a 

friend of his daughter’s, Beverly Shaw. During his visit, Lurie and Lucy are attacked at 

the smallholding by three men: Lurie is set on fire, though not killed, and Lucy raped. 

The perpetrators are not brought to justice, though one returns to live at the home of a 

neighbor, Petrus, during the course of the novel. The fallout of these events forces Lurie 

and Lucy to confront their different perspectives on how to live in South Africa, a 

country that has been rapidly re-made after the fall of apartheid. Lurie eventually moves 

to the city nearest Lucy’s smallholding, as the two cannot agree on how to coexist with 

Petrus and the attacker he shelters. Lurie remains nearby, however, when Lucy becomes 

pregnant from the attack, in order to help out, while continuing to help Bev Shaw 

euthanize animals at the shelter and work on his uncompleted opera.  

I. THE HISTORY AND NATION OF DISGRACE 

Disgrace focuses on the contradictions of apartheid, the continuing forms of 

prejudices, and the aspirations of the new nation. For this reason, Coetzee works within 

the conventions of the pastoral, a genre traditionally used in South Africa as a form of 

white writing that idealized and feminized the land as an alibi or excuse for conquest. 

Coetzee’s use of the pastoral carries this troubled history forward while also reinventing 
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it, both of which combine to point to the failure of the pastoral to represent black life. As 

a pastoral, the novel also points toward other perspectives that create alternative concepts 

of community in South Africa.   

The pastoral has been a form of great interest to Coetzee in both his literary 

criticism and his fiction. In White Writing, Coetzee examines the use of the pastoral form 

in South African literature. Coetzee begins by exploring the attitude that European 

colonists often exhibited toward the South African landscape: 

In its isolation from the great world, walled in by oceans and an 

unexplored northern wilderness, the colony of the Cape of Good Hope was 

indeed a kind of garden. But the future promised by the Cape seemed to be 

less of the perfection of man in a recovered original innocence than of the 

degeneration of man into brute. (3)  

This perspective anchored the pastoral form that would characterize the white fiction of 

South Africa. Critics have noted Coetzee’s use of the pastoral form in his own novels, 

such as Life and Times of Michael K and In the Heart of the Country. Disgrace also 

explores the pastoral form, but according to Rita Barnard, the novel asks “The question of 

whether postapartheid South Africa will in fact allow an untroubled pastoralism to 

emerge,” and the answer to the questions seems to be a resounding “no” (Apartheid and 

Beyond 33). Coetzee, Barnard continues, “seems to have relinquished this dream” of 

“rural life without patriarchal or colonial domination” in Disgrace (Apartheid and 

Beyond 34). The post-apartheid conditions of South Africa seem to have defeated any 

optimism that Coetzee may have for rural life in South Africa, as in Disgrace, the country 

becomes a place of great violence, as well as the city. 
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Though Barnard notes that Coetzee has often resisted being labeled a “South 

African writer,” Disgrace—unlike others of Coetzee’s novels that are more ambiguous in 

setting—must be understood through its national context  (Apartheid and Beyond 15). 

Disgrace is set—and was also written—in the years following the end of apartheid in 

South Africa.  Apartheid, meaning “apartness” in Afrikaans, was a term coined in the 

1930s, according to historians Nancy L. Clark and William H. Worger, to express “the 

importance of Afrikaners maintaining a cultural identity separate from that of English-

speaking Europeans in South Africa,” and later was used by the National Party to gain 

power in the 1948 elections (3-4, xxii). The National Party wielded apartheid as an 

official policy from the 1948 election until its fall from power in 1994. Coetzee, who also 

wrote and lived in South Africa during apartheid, stated that the National Party began to 

cut “political and cultural ties with Europe” when apartheid was enacted, and, 

additionally that “moral ties were severed too” in South Africa (White Writing 11). Clark 

and Worger note, however, that apartheid did not mark the advent of “racial 

discrimination” in South Africa, but, instead, racial issues could be traced back to the 

foundations of slavery through colonization centuries earlier (3). This refers back to the 

outpost that the Dutch East India Company established in Cape Town in 1652 and the 

first arrival of the British in the Cape in 1795.  

Apartheid consisted of more than the exclusion of non-whites from the political 

process in South Africa. The racially-based separation reached from politics to medicine, 

education to job placement, and beyond. According to Elizabeth Anker in Fictions of 

Dignity: Embodying Human Rights in World Literature, apartheid 
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entailed the racial classification of peoples and resulted in a range of laws 

and prohibitions: barring interracial marriages, creating ‘whites only’ jobs, 

segregating medical and educational facilities as well as public 

transportation, and refusing the vote and participation in government to 

nonwhites. During the apartheid era approximately 3.5 million black 

South Africans were relocated and 9 million were denationalized through 

the establishment of ‘homelands.’ (152) 

These relocations of people from one place to another was one of the aspects of apartheid 

that Barnard argues “operated from day to day as a means of distributing people in space 

and thereby of controlling the way they saw the world” (Apartheid and Beyond 18). The 

key to apartheid consisted of complete control over the populace by the ruling white 

class. South Africa faced a lot of international criticism in the 1940-50s due to its 

apartheid policies, criticism that only increased through the 1960-70s (Clark and Worger 

5). The international attention put intense pressure on the National Party. Then, in 1976, 

the Soweto uprising—a protest by black African schoolchildren over being forced to 

learn in the Afrikaans language, an uprising that resulted in the deaths of over 575 

people, including 134 children—sowed seeds of dissent that Neville Alexander claims 

“set off the series of tremors that eventually caused the implosion of the apartheid state” 

(Thompson 178, 212-13; Alexander 311). The 1980s were characterized by civil war, as 

dissenters fought, according to Clark and Worger, to make “apartheid unworkable and 

South Africa ungovernable” (5). This process of making living in South Africa untenable, 

known to some as The Emergency period, succeeded; under the international and internal 
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pressure, the rule of apartheid began to crumble. Clark and Worger note the rapidity of 

the change in power in South Africa:   

Within less than five years of the outbreak of civil war and the 

implementation of international sanctions, the National Party government, 

to the surprise of all commentators, in 1990 renounced apartheid and 

stated its acceptance of the principle that all people in South Africa, black 

as well as white, should participate in the electoral process. (6) 

Most agree that apartheid officially ended in 1994 with the election of Nelson Mandela, 

who had been freed from prison in 1990, to the Presidency and with the overturn of the 

National Party. This election was characterized by wide rejoicing on the part of the 

previously disenfranchised, though the actual process of eliminating apartheid policies 

and government occurred much more slowly (Barnard, “Rewriting the Nation” 653; 

Anker 152).  

 In the wake of the re-made nation of South Africa, writers who once wrote in 

opposition to the white supremacist regime now turned to the nature of the newly 

recreated nation and the legacies and wounds of apartheid that persisted beyond the 

policies’ official end. In The Cambridge History of South African Literature, editors 

David Attwell and Derek Attridge write that South African writers, “while not averse to 

an occasional celebratory moment” must persist in examining the significant “challenges 

that face the reborn nation” at both the national and international levels (1-2). Barnard 

echoes this sentiment, arguing that, while the overturn of apartheid constituted a new path 

for the nation of South Africa to follow, this alternation in course “did not mean that a 

unified national culture, bridging earlier divisions between black and white, between 
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literary and linguistic traditions, between expatriate and local writers, or between the 

privileged and the deprived immediately came into being” (“Rewriting the Nation” 652). 

Attwell and Attridge agree, stating that the “national mythology” of South Africa does 

not entail a consensus of opinion or action, but only that South Africans agree on “what 

they disagree about” (5).  Disagreements about how South Africa should progress 

sometimes resulted in violence and conflict, which Barnard says that the country cannot 

rationalize away, that “the disillusioning facts” of South Africa’s situation cannot be 

ameliorated with the excuse of being a country in “transition” (“Rewriting the Nation” 

652). Ian Shapiro and Kahreen Tebeau expand on these “disillusioning facts,” identifying 

some of them to be: poverty, inequality, xenophobia, violence against migrants, high 

rates of violent crime, HIV/AIDs epidemic, and governmental inefficiency, among others 

(After Apartheid 5). The contemporary South African writer now must wrestle with the 

reality of these social ills in a nation still suffering from the lingering effects of apartheid.   

Coetzee, like many South African writers, investigates how—or even if—

literature can work through the many issues of writing the new nation, including 

questions of literary form, language, censorship, national and individual identity, race, 

human rights, and treatments of the past and future in novels. The South Africa that 

Disgrace was both written and set in exists several years after the fall of apartheid, yet 

Coetzee writes in a vein that Dominic Head states does not quite fit with “the celebratory 

drive of new nation-building in post-apartheid South Africa” (22). Disgrace takes place 

after the new nation has been formed and ownership of the country has been transferred 

to a new generation, and the protagonist, David Lurie, must make sense of the changes to 

a country that rapidly re-made itself. The text is full of demarcations that indicate that an 
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“old” and “new” South Africa are equated with a “that place” of the past and a “this 

place” of the present and future. Lurie finds himself at a loss when conflict occurs 

between himself and Petrus, a person that Barnard terms “the novel’s new black farmer” 

(Apartheid and Beyond 34). Lurie insists that “in the old days,” he would have known 

how to proceed, but now roles have been reversed, and Lurie cannot proceed as he would 

have in the old South Africa (Coetzee, Disgrace 116). Lurie later reflects on his, and 

Lucy’s, position in the present South Africa: “This is where he lives, for the present: in 

this time, in this place” (141). Lucy also adopts this perspective of place in South Africa 

when she states that the attack on her might have been “in another time, in another place” 

met by another tactic of action, but “in this place, at this time” in South Africa, her lack 

of action belongs to her alone (112).1   

This new, present South Africa has also become populated by a generation from 

which Lurie, as a member of the older generation, feels estranged. David Lurie becomes 

somewhat representative of an earlier generation of white South Africans who grew up in 

the age of apartheid. Derek Attridge writes that Lurie belongs to this generation, though 

“his relatively liberal views mark him as belonging to a particular sector of the white 

population” that is not considered the main impetus behind apartheid (171). Lurie is 

immediately contrasted with the students that he teaches at the university, students who 

are the future of South Africa and make Lurie feel apart and irrelevant: “He has long 

ceased to be surprised at the range of ignorance of his students. Post-Christian, 

posthistorical, postliterate, they might as well have been hatched from eggs yesterday” 

                                                        
1 For further discussion of Coetzee’s contrast of the old and new South Africa see: Rita Barnard’s 

chapter “Dream Topographies” in Apartheid and Beyond: South African Writers and the Politics of Place 
and Derek Attridge’s chapter “Age of Bronze, State of Grace” in J. M. Coetzee & the Ethics of Reading: 
Literature in the Event. 
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(Coetzee, Disgrace 32). The rebirth of the nation occurred quickly, estranging Lurie, and 

also paralleling the abrupt evanescence of Lurie’s self-perceived desirability:   

If he looked at a woman in a certain way, with a certain intent, she would 

return his look, he could rely on that. That was how he lived; for years, for 

decades, that was the backbone of his life. Then one day it all ended. 

Without warning his powers fled. Glances that would once have 

responded to his slid over, past, through him. Overnight he became a 

ghost. (7) 

Lurie becomes a ghost to women and to the new generation, a vestige of a disappeared 

past that no longer has any substance or weight. Lurie continues to see the divide of 

generations in South Africa in terms of sexual vitality when he calls the university he 

works at a “transformed and, to his mind, emasculated institution of learning” in which 

he finds himself and “other of his colleagues from the old days” in a position of no longer 

belonging (4).  

Lurie characterizes this new country and new generation as being “Post-

Christian” and “post-religious,” placing the present South Africa beyond the discourse of 

religion (Coetzee, Disgrace 32, 7). At the same time, however, Coetzee draws from 

religious convention as he parallels Lurie with the figure of Lucifer, about whom Lurie 

lectures in his class on Byron in the beginning of the novel. Lurie characterizes the fallen 

angel not as a creature intended to be condemned for his fall, but as a figure that lives by 

impulse and commands a certain measure of sympathy. This sympathy, however, does 

not save or bring Lucifer back into the community of the present: “For though he lives 

among us, he is not one of us. He is exactly what he call himself: a thing, that is, a 
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monster…it will not be possible to love him, not in the deeper, more human sense of the 

word. He will be condemned to solitude” (34). Lucifer’s failings are, according to Lurie, 

part of his “constitution,” which Lurie will also argue later, is the source of his own 

failings (34). Lurie self-identifies with aging, ousted men who “were once upon a time 

children of God,” but who are now only “clinging” to a place where they no longer 

belong (24). Rosalind, one of Lurie’s ex-wives, also identifies Lurie as a type of Lucifer, 

calling him a “great deceiver and a great self-deceiver” (188). But after Lurie’s fall into 

disgrace, Rosalind warns him, “Don’t expect sympathy from me, David, and don’t expect 

sympathy from anyone else either. No sympathy, no mercy, not in this day and age. 

Everyone’s hand will be against you, and why not?” (44). Lucifer-Lurie belongs to the 

old day and age, no longer finding a place among the children of God, as the country has 

moved beyond that era.  

David Lurie’s own fall occurs when he forces a student, Melanie Isaacs, into a 

relationship with him, an affair that is subsequently found out. Lurie’s hearing before 

school officials reenacts, in a satirical manner, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

(TRC), bringing to light Coetzee’s criticism of the “truth” and sincerity of public 

confession and atonement in a secular arena. In the wake of apartheid, the new South 

African government established the TRC in 1995 under the Promotion of National Unity 

and Reconciliation Act. The first hearing of the TRC occurred in 1996, and the 

commission heard the testimony from more than 29,000 victims and perpetrators of 

apartheid over the course of two and half years (Clark and Worger xxv). The purpose of 

the TRC, a purpose Head calls a “utopian idea,” was to air the crimes of apartheid to aid 

in the reconciliation and unification of the nation (35). The presupposition was that 
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bringing to light the atrocities of apartheid, by making the injustices visible, would 

stimulate an atmosphere of forgiveness and healing. All of this took place in public 

hearings that were aired not only in South Africa, but also find a wider audience in the 

international community (Anker 149). Barnard expands on the public nature of the TRC, 

stating, “both perpetrators and victims of human rights violations narrated their stories in 

public, were broadcast daily, so that confession was, so to speak, in the air. It became the 

pervasive discursive form in South Africa from the mid to late 1990s” (“Rewriting the 

Nation” 658-59). Mark Sanders, in his book Complicities, states that the TRC’s public 

nature “has done a great deal to bring the question of complicity to public discussion” (2). 

However, not everyone writes so positively about the TRC’s value. The TRC was able to 

grant amnesty to perpetrators of apartheid if the commission felt that a full and sincere 

confession had been made. Many perceived this authority as lending an arbitrary nature 

to the justice supposedly dispensed by the TRC. The sincerity of confessions given to the 

Commission was considered suspect and motivated by individual gain. 

Regardless of the view that individual South African writers take on The Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission, all have to take the TRC into account in their writing of 

post-apartheid South Africa. Coetzee’s Disgrace is no exception. Anker calls the TRC “a 

central issue” in Disgrace, an issue that highlights “the vexed status of race in 

postapartheid South Africa” (150). Head concurs, arguing that Coetzee’s portrayal of 

David Lurie’s “quasi-legal hearing” reflects “the contemporaneous concerns about the 

operations of the TRC” (78). Coetzee’s novel, through Lurie’s trial before a school 

committee in chapter six, dwells on the validity of confession before a committee that sits 

in judgment and offers amnesty for sincerity. Lurie and the committee trade confusingly 
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inconsistent language over what is being required of him. One of the members of the 

committee insists on making Lurie’s transgressions a part of the history of apartheid in 

South Africa, a participation that Lurie eschews. Lurie pleads guilty, which does not 

satisfy, and later “confesses,” but Lurie ultimately ends the conversation when “sincerity” 

is demanded, stating: 

I have said the words for you, now you want more, you want me to 

demonstrate their sincerity. That is preposterous. That is beyond the scope 

of the law. I have had enough. Let us go back to playing it by the book. I 

plead guilty. That is as far as I am prepared to go. (Coetzee, Disgrace 55).  

Lurie places the judging of sincerity and contrition as “beyond” the law and puts limits 

on what can be required from him, echoing complaints about the TRC.2  Lurie is forced 

to resign his position and chooses to go visit his daughter, Lucy, as the consequences get 

sorted out in his absence. 

Lurie’s departure from the city for the country follows the form of the pastoral, as 

Coetzee takes his protagonist to the country to search for possible solutions to the 

problems of the city. By reenacting the form of the pastoral, Coetzee risks reenacting the 

blindness of the generic form, a blindness that Coetzee embodies in the figure of Lurie. 

The author works through this impasse through the modes of sacrifice that come into play 

when Lurie moves to the country, which becomes a place of violence instead of the 

idealized landscape of traditional South African pastorals. These modes of sacrifice 

                                                        
2 For more on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Disgrace see: Elizabeth S. Anker’s chapter “J. 
M. Coetzee’s Disgrace: The Rights of Desire and the Embodied Lives of Animals” in Fictions of Dignity: 
Embodying Human Rights in World Literature. 
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introduce alternative conventions and perspectives of living in post-apartheid South 

Africa.  

II. SACRIFICE IN DISGRACE 

In writing about sacrifice in Disgrace, Coetzee, like Salman Rushdie in Shame, 

returns to an Old Testament trope of sacrifice by presenting Lurie and Lucy in the 

language of two separate forms of sacrifice that are designed to atone for the sin of a 

nation. In the Old Testament, one particular sacrifice for sin, the Day of Atonement, was 

held once a year by the Jewish people. On that day, two forms of sacrifice were practiced: 

one goat was killed as a burnt offering, and a second had the sin of the nation 

symbolically placed on its head. The book of Leviticus records that the high priest of the 

Israelites would kill the first goat and burn it on the altar until consumed. Then the high 

priest would confess the sin of the nation over the second goat, called the scapegoat, and 

“send it into the wilderness” where it would “bear on itself all their iniquities to an 

uninhabited land” (Lev. 16:21-22). The purpose of the sacrifice was to atone for the sins 

of the entire community: “For on that day the priest shall make atonement for you, to 

cleanse you, that you may be clean from all your sins” (Lev. 16:30). Coetzee writes of 

Lurie and Lucy as the two parts of this sacrifice to atone for the community: Lurie plays 

the part of the scapegoat expelled from his community due to the sins of the history of the 

nation as well as his own, while Lucy fills the role of a sacrificial lamb being killed and 

completely consumed. 

In the text, the concept of the scapegoat and sacrificial lamb is introduced through 

the figures of two sheep, purchased as food for Petrus’ party. Lurie remarks that the 

sheep are identical, down to their very movements, and concludes that they must be 
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twins, “destined since birth for the butcher’s knife.” Lurie believes rationally that the 

sheep “exist to be used, every last ounce of them,” but is nonetheless disturbed by their 

impending deaths (Coetzee, Disgrace 123). Lurie considers rescuing the sheep by buying 

them, but realizes the futility of the gesture, that he cannot save them (126). The presence 

of two sheep brings the idea of the Day of the Atonement into the text, mirroring the two 

animals used for the sacrifice, while also tying Lurie and Lucy to the figures of the sheep 

as Lurie feels “a bond” that he cannot explain, but “nevertheless, suddenly and without 

reason, their lot has become important to him” (126).  

Paralleling the images of the sheep, Lurie and Lucy enact the separate roles of the 

scapegoat and the sacrificial lamb, respectively. Through the attack and rape, Lucy is 

figured as the sacrificial lamb. Lurie refers to her as “the innocent party,” thus she does 

not bear the collective guilt of the community (Coetzee Disgrace 111).  When discussing 

the attack, Lurie and Lucy use language of sacrifice to describe her treatment, comparing 

Lucy’s rape to being slit by a knife and picturing her body as covered in blood (159). 

Lucy does not believe herself to be a survivor, as a scapegoat would be, when she asserts 

after the attack, “I am not the person you know. I am a dead person and I do not know yet 

what will bring me back to life” (161). Lurie also perceives his daughter as having died in 

a manner, wondering how he can “find words, find music that will bring back the dead?” 

(156). In the motif of sacrifice in Disgrace, Lucy plays the role of the innocent sacrificial 

lamb.  

Lurie forms the other half of the atonement sacrifice as the scapegoat: a living but 

exiled individual who has had the weight of collective sins placed upon him after Lurie’s 

transgressions with a student cause him to be expelled from his university in disgrace and 
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to seek refuge with his daughter. In one conversation laden with misunderstanding, Lucy 

refers to her father as a scapegoat figure, saying: “to return to the subject, you are safely 

expelled. Your colleagues can breathe easy again, while the scapegoat wanders in the 

wilderness” (Coetzee 90-91). Wondering if Lucy thinks of him as “just a scapegoat,” 

Lurie objects to the label by arguing that the scapegoat ritual only worked to cleanse a 

community when people understood it, but now “real actions were demanded” (91).  The 

ousting of Lurie is a real action within the text when he is expelled from his community 

and treated like an outcast and pariah. Lurie is cognizant of his status as an outsider, 

referring to himself as a “harijan,” an untouchable (146). According to Sue Kossew, it is 

Lurie’s “sense of self-disgust, uselessness, and superfluity—a loss of authority—that 

links David’s sense of being ‘out of place’ with the unwanted animals of Bev’s animal 

refuge” (157).  Expelled from his community, Lurie then enters the realm of the other 

untouchables—the unwanted, rejected dogs—not as savior, “the one for whom they are 

not too many,” but as an usher for their souls in the transition between worlds (146).  

Coetzee writes of Lurie’s approach to life in South Africa in contradictory 

language of lightness and unyieldingness. Lurie conceives of himself in terms of 

lightness, weightlessness, and temporariness. When first reflecting on his life before the 

scandal with his student, Lurie comments that his needs are “quite light, after all, light 

and fleeting, like those of a butterfly” (Coetzee, Disgrace 5). Though his needs turn out 

to be a lot more driving and substantial, Lurie still feels himself to be light, but in a way 

that indicates a rotting or decay. After the attack and in response to his distance from 

Lucy, Lurie feels “listlessness, indifference, but also weightlessness, as if he has been 

eaten away from inside and only the eroded shell of his heart remains” (156). His feeling 
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of temporariness makes Lurie fear leaving nothing behind and causes him to struggle 

with a new desire: the desire “to leave something behind…to produce something with a 

life of its own” (63). 

Yet, in contrast with his weightlessness, Lurie characterizes himself as unbending. 

Repeatedly, Lurie insists that he is beyond the possibility of change, that his character is 

fixed (Coetzee, Disgrace 2, 72). Lurie does not want to become a new person or even a 

better person (77). Instead, Lurie focuses on living out his time or biding his time until 

death. Becoming focused on aging, Lurie wonders if he needs to turn to the graceless 

business of aging: the “clearing of the decks, at least, so that one can turn one’s mind to 

the proper business of the old: preparing to die” (9). This drive towards death 

accompanies a decrease in perceived desirability, the outcome being that “one just has to 

buckle down and live out the rest of one’s life. Serve one’s time” (67). Lurie begins to 

parallel the end of the Byron he writes into his opera: “His life is becalmed; obscurely he 

has begun to long for a quiet retirement; failing that, for apotheosis, for death” (180). 

Lurie’s fall stems from ideas of ownership rooted in apartheid that Coetzee 

eschews as methods of being. Lurie talks repeatedly of others not owning themselves: 

Melanie Isaacs, a beauty who “does not own herself,” and the sheep who “do not own 

themselves,” either (Disgrace 16, 123). Lurie places himself in the same position of not 

owning himself, yet he uses it as a rationale for deflecting responsibility for his actions, 

particularly in regards to his treatment of Melanie, though he knows, “he ought to let her 

go” (18, emphasis mine). Hypocritically, though, Lurie reduces both Melanie and the 

sheep to the status of things to be used. Lurie equates Melanie with beauty, which she 

“has a duty to share,” whether she wishes to or not (16). He even renames her—
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“Meláni”—an act that claims his ownership of her (18). The sheep, he argues, exist “to be 

used” (123). After the attack on the smallholding, though, Lurie starts to understand the 

dangers of ownership, calling it “a risk to own anything” and realizing partially, after 

what happens to Lucy, the evils of ownership that affect women in South Africa (98).  

When Lurie reflects on his transgressions with Melanie, his main concern is 

merely giving up enough to atone for his guilt. With the committee, Lurie states that he 

“has had enough” by pleading guilty and places limits on how far he is willing to go 

(Coetzee, Disgrace 55). When confronting incorrect thought-patterns in his own mind, 

Lurie notes that he “does not care enough” to change (72, emphasis mine). After leaving 

Lucy on the farm, Lurie goes to see the Isaacs family, trying to atone for his sin, bringing 

with him an “offering” of wine (168). Lurie wishes to atone in a sense, but his unyielding 

nature will only give up so much. When Mr. Isaacs asks about whether Lurie is “sorry” or 

has “learned a lesson,” Lurie can only say that “after a certain age one it too old to learn 

lessons. One can only be punished and punished” (172). Lurie wants the punishment he 

suffers to be considered enough because he accepts it patiently:  

In my own terms, I am being punished for what happened between myself 

and your daughter. I am sunk into a state of disgrace from which it will not 

be easy to lift myself. It is not a punishment that I have refused. I do not 

murmur against it. On the contrary, I am living it out from day to day, 

trying to accept disgrace as my state of being. Is it enough for God, do you 

think, that I live in disgrace without term? (172) 

Lurie hopes that by accepting his punishment he can give enough to atone for his 

transgressions. When Mr. Isaacs does not give him the absolution he is looking for and 
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brings in a level of religious discourse he is uncomfortable with, Lurie leaves his study to 

find Melanie’s mother and sister, and “With careful ceremony he gets to his knees and 

touches his forehead to the floor. Is that enough? he thinks. Will that do? If not, what 

more?” (173). Lurie is willing to give in order to mitigate his guilt, but only within 

certain limits.  

Coetzee contrasts Lurie’s approach with Lucy’s perspective on living in the new 

South Africa. Instead of his own lightness and unyieldingness, Lurie describes his 

daughter in a language that reflects both a heavy and yielding nature. When Lurie first 

sees Lucy, he notes that she has gained weight since he last saw her, and later calls her 

“attractive despite the heaviness” (Coetzee, Disgrace 59, 76). Lucy is portrayed as being 

rooted in the earth that she farms. Lurie calls her a “sturdy young settler,” who leaves 

footprints in the red earth, figured as “solid” and “imbedded” (61-2). Eventually, Lurie 

settles on “ample” as the term for Lucy, connecting the term to the concept of letting go: 

“Ample is a kind word for Lucy. Soon she will be positively heavy. Letting herself go, as 

happens when one withdraws from the field of love” (65).  

Lucy is heavy and weighty in comparison with Lurie, and the role reversal holds 

for the contrast of yielding and unyielding. While Lurie is stubborn and extremely 

resistant to change, Lucy is changeable and able to bend with the weight of 

circumstances. Lucy critiques her father for his inability to yield, arguing, “You shouldn’t 

be so unbending, David. It isn’t heroic to be unbending” (66). When Lucy stops Lurie’s 

assault on Pollux, one of the men who assaulted her, Lurie notes that while he “is too old 

to heed, too old to change. Lucy may be able to bend to the tempest” (209). Bev Shaw 

genders the issue, telling Lurie that “Women are adaptable,” Lucy in particular.  Bev 
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argues that Lucy belongs to the younger generation, and “She lives closer to the ground 

than you. Than either of us” (210). It is Lucy’s rooted and yielding nature that reveals her 

perspective on life in South Africa. 

While Lurie is concerned with giving up just enough to mitigate his guilt, Lucy 

believes that living in the new South Africa requires her to give up everything, to start 

from the ground up after being reduced to nothing. Lurie calls Lucy’s life “simple,” and 

when he queries his daughter on if she has what she wants in life, Lucy replies simply, “It 

will do” (Coetzee, Disgrace 61, 70).  Lucy is not looking for a “higher life” and 

continues to bring herself down to the level that animals occupy in South Africa (74). 

Animals, dogs in particular, are characterized by not fighting, by “accepting their lot” 

(84-85). Lucy wants to stay on her land, not “for the sake of an idea,” but she is willing, 

nonetheless, to give up everything to do so (105). This attitude is captured in some of the 

seminal lines of the novel: 

 ‘How humiliating,’ he says finally. ‘Such high hopes, and to end like this.’ 

‘Yes, I agree, it is humiliating. But perhaps that is a good point to start 

from again. Perhaps that is what I must learn to accept. To start at ground 

level. With nothing. Not with nothing but. With nothing. No cards, no 

weapons, no property, no rights, no dignity.’ 

 ‘Like a dog.’ 

 ‘Yes, like a dog.’ (205) 

Lucy and Lurie conflict over what they are willing to give in order to live in South 

Africa. Lurie will atone for his transgressions within limits, while Lucy is willing to be 

reduced to nothing in order to stay on the land. Lurie disrupts the peace that Lucy is 
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trying to create in her life, and she tells him that she is “prepared to do anything, make 

any sacrifice, for the sake of peace.”  Lurie infers that she is willing to sacrifice her 

relationship with him as well, and he moves out (208).  

In the same way that the novel mobilizes Old Testament motifs to discuss an 

atonement that fails to measure up to lived realities, Lurie conceives of English as 

insufficient for South Africa. The novel indicates the insufficiencies of the English 

language in capturing other voices in South Africa, a point at which the language of the 

novel intersects with the pastoral form of the text.    

III. LANGUAGE IN DISGRACE 

Coetzee’s use of the perfective tense in Disgrace brings together Lurie and Lucy 

in a way that does the work of creating a discussion of the differences in post-apartheid 

generations and the differing theories that the two characters have of atonement at the 

national level through language, a historically complicated issue in South Africa. Two of 

the historically dominant languages in official use in South Africa are languages of the 

colonizer: Afrikaans and English. Head states that English is not viewed as an 

“imperialist language” as much as Afrikaans (28). Neville Alexander in his discussion of 

languages in South Africa concurs, but does label English as the language of economy in 

South Africa, making it one of the traditional “languages of power” (313-14). When 

apartheid ended, the nation’s new constitution had to address this issue, as traditional 

African languages that had been excluded as having no value or worth were suddenly 

given prominence—the post-apartheid nation made eleven different languages the official 

languages of South Africa (Alexander 317). According to Attwell and Attridge, language 

became a prominent issue in South African literature as writers sought to understand the 
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role and power dynamics of language, particularly in regards to what language should be 

used to represent different groups and what language South African literature should be 

written in (3).  

The discussion of language has been one that Coetzee has vigorously participated 

in over the years. Possessing a Ph.D. in linguistics, Coetzee has a particular interest in 

languages, reflected in one of his books of criticism, White Writing. Coetzee writes that 

the literature of South Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was concerned 

with “the question of finding a language to fit Africa, a language that will be 

authentically African” (7). Coetzee’s criticism and fiction have often dwelt on the 

insufficiencies of language, particularly English. He does not limit insufficiency to only 

English, however: “dissatisfaction with English would in truth hold for any other 

language, since the language being sought after is a natural or Adamic language, one in 

which African will naturally express itself, that is to say, a language in which there is no 

split between signifier and signified, and things are their names” (8-9). Benita Parry 

indicates that this is a common thread that critics trace in Coetzee’s fictions, “amongst 

some of whom there has been a tendency to construe the fictions as calculated 

transcriptions of the author’s known critical stances on the instability of language and the 

unreliability of narration” (150). Disgrace externalizes this theme by indicating the 

insufficiency of English. Filled with foreign words, both European and African in origin, 

Disgrace points to a lack in language in the African context. Although Lurie has 

reservations about Petrus, at one point he says that he might actually like to hear Petrus’ 

story, but not in English. English, Lurie reflects, is “an unfit medium” for South Africa, 

for its “truth” (Coetzee, Disgrace 117). Later, Lurie also talks about the English he and 
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Petrus use as being worn out and empty: “The language he draws on with such aplomb is, 

if he only knew it, tired, friable, eaten from the inside as if by termites. Only 

monosyllables can still be relied on, and not even all of them” (129). Both Lurie and the 

English language become light by being hollowed out. The only solution that Lurie sees 

for language is to start over from the ground level, from the basic units of language: 

“What is to be done? Nothing that he, the one-time teacher of communications, can see. 

Nothing short of starting all over again with the ABC. By the time the big words come 

back reconstructed, purified, fit to be trusted once more, he will be long dead” (129). This 

is the very argument that Lucy makes in her approach to living it South Africa, but 

figured in language through the perfective tense.  

Professor Lurie repeatedly dwells on the difference of tenses between a verb and 

its perfective tense: usurp upon and usurp; burn and burnt; drink and drink up; live and 

lived; drive and driven (Coetzee, Disgrace 21, 71, 97, 166, 194). In one of his classes on 

Wordsworth, Lurie expounds upon the difference between usurp upon, meaning “to 

intrude or encroach upon,” and its perfective, usurp, “to take over entirely,” the latter 

thereby completing the action of the former (21). This distinction stays with Lurie as he 

goes to visit Lucy, reflecting upon teaching the difference between a word and its 

perfective: “drink and drink up, burned and burnt.” The latter, Lurie states, indicates “an 

action carried through to its conclusion” (71). This is the same distinction made between 

the two forms of sacrifice in the text. Lurie is made a sacrifice, but in an incomplete 

manner—he is exiled as a scapegoat, but remains alive to serve as a presence of sin in the 

community. Lucy, on the other hand, embodies a completed sacrifice, referred to as being 

dead or reduced to nothing. Coetzee uses the perfective tense in the text to create deeply 
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personal connections between Lurie and Lucy as two figures of the same sacrifice, but 

also to create a bond of violation between Lucy and her attackers, a bond that is also 

connected to the concept of South Africa in the novel. When Lurie goes back to Cape 

Town, he is warned by Melanie Isaac’s boyfriend to “Stay with your own kind,” a 

warning that starts Lurie thinking about “kind” and “kin,” a trail that leads him, 

consciously or unconsciously to parallel his violation of Melanie to Lucy’s violation at 

the hands of the men who impregnate her (Coetzee, Disgrace 194). Lurie conceives of 

the rapists’ “seed” entering Lucy’s body using the term “drive” and its perfective, 

“driven”: “The seed of generation, driven to perfect itself, driving deep into the woman’s 

body, driving to bring the future into being. Drive, driven” (194). Coetzee precedes this 

perfective tense with a Latin phrase with an undetermined meaning: “Omnis gens 

quaecumque se in se perficere vult” (194). However, Deirdre Coleman translates the 

phrase as “every race (or nation) wishes to bring itself to perfection in itself” (605). This 

connection makes the intimate violation of Lucy an issue of nation as well.  

 The novel indicates that both the English language and the pastoral form are 

insufficient to represent South Africa. The use of English cannot capture the myriad 

languages that express the different experiences of South Africans who have been 

excluded from and by English narratives. Similarly, Coetzee’s framing of Disgrace as a 

pastoral is meant to point out that what he is doing is a form of “white writing” that 

cannot represent the voices of those who are not subjects of white writing. Both the use 

of English and the pastoral indicate a lack on the part of the text, but that lack is precisely 

why Coetzee chooses them. Though both carry the baggage of a troubled, violent history, 

instead of abandoning these media, Coetzee takes them forward. In his novel, Coetzee 
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does not attempt to find the language and the literary form to represent accurately all of 

South Africa. Rather, Coetzee’s project is to shoulder the insufficiencies of English and 

the pastoral and carry them along with him. The legacies of post-apartheid South Africa 

cannot be fully atoned for, but they also cannot be ignored. Similarly, the English 

language and the pastoral form cannot give enough to make up for the voices that they 

have silenced, but to forget or leave them behind in the past would also not solve the 

problems they have enacted. Rather, Coetzee brings both the English language and the 

pastoral form into his text, but with full knowledge of their transgressions and without 

whitewashing them of their vexed history. This shouldering of the baggage of the English 

language and the pastoral form assists in revealing the solution that Coetzee presents in 

Disgrace to the question of how to live in the new South Africa.  

IV. THE IMPLICATIONS OF DISGRACE 

Through motifs of sacrifice, Coetzee reveals two contrasting perspectives of how 

to approach living in South Africa: Lurie’s attempt to give “enough” in order to atone for 

transgressions and Lucy’s attitude of giving up all rights and starting from the ground up. 

Through the novel, Lucy’s position is preferred to Lurie’s shortsighted, hypocritical 

approach as Coetzee discards Lurie’s mode of ownership in the novel. Lurie himself 

moves away from ideas of ownership, and the novel concludes with what appears to be a 

step on the part of Lurie toward adopting Lucy’s approach. However, the text reveals that 

this approach is not a solution to the problems of South Africa because Lucy’s position is 

impossible to occupy and sustain. 

At the end of the novel, it appears that Lurie is making some progress toward 

adopting the point of view that Lucy espouses through the relinquishment of the final dog 
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in the last chapter. Lurie becomes attached to one dog at Bev Shaw’s shelter, a dog whose 

“period of grace is almost over” (Coetzee, Disgrace 215). Despite the “peculiar 

fondness” he has for the dog, Lurie resists the impulse he could not with Melanie. He 

does not name the dog. He even resists any sense of ownership, saying that the dog “is 

not ‘his’ in any sense” (215). Lurie assists in euthanizing the dogs that run out of time for 

adoption at the shelter. These are figured as a type of sacrifice for Lurie as he takes the 

dogs to become burned—burnt—every Sabbath (145). The last dog’s death, in particular, 

takes the form of the perfective. Lurie says that after the dog’s death, he will take him the 

next day to the incinerator, and then ensure that the dog “is burnt, burnt up. He will do all 

that for him when his time comes. It will be little enough, less than little, nothing” (220). 

Lurie is unable, like Lucy when asked about staying, to say exactly why he personally 

burns the dogs; he can only say that it is not for the dogs themselves, but “for himself, 

then. For his idea of the world, a world in which men do not use shovels to beat corpses 

into a more convenient shape for processing” (146). And in that spirit, in the final scene 

of the novel, Lurie comes into the surgery, holding the dog “in his arms like a lamb,” 

signifying another sacrifice. But this time, Lurie adopts Lucy’s approach to sacrifice, so 

when Bev asks, “Are you giving him up?,” the last words of the book are of 

relinquishment as Lurie answers, “Yes, I am giving him up” (220).  

This movement in the direction of Lurie adopting Lucy’s approach is mitigated by 

the indefensibility of Lucy’s position. After the attack, Lucy returns to her smallholding, 

fully knowing that she remains within the “territory” of her rapists, knowing that she has 

been “marked” by them, and expecting her rapists to come back for her (Coetzee, 

Disgrace 158). Her only potential protection is that of Petrus, who requires her 
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annexation as yet another wife for him in return for that protection. When Lucy 

hypothetically asks Lurie, “Why should I be allowed to live here without paying?” she is 

presenting a price that is beyond her ability to pay (158). Lucy knows that she is “without 

protection” and “fair game” (203). Lurie, even as an unreliable narrator, can still 

comment on the position she creates with Petrus as being unsustainable: Lucy offers to 

give up all her legal rights while maintaining an oral contract with Petrus of possessing 

the house as her own space. Lurie tells her that “It’s not workable, Lucy. Legally, it’s not 

workable. You know that” (204). If Lucy’s position can be occupied, it cannot be under a 

legal or political discourse, for in those systems Lucy is completely vulnerable and 

without protection. Lurie reflects elsewhere, “As a woman alone on a farm she has no 

future, that is clear” (134). Her position cannot be maintained, and that, I believe, is 

Coetzee’s point. No reader could finish the novel and conceive of abiding under the 

circumstances that Lucy faces in the future that lies beyond the text.  

To reinforce the indefensible nature of Lucy’s approach, Lurie’s final moment of 

sacrifice that seems to indicate his acceptance of Lucy’s logic also contains an element of 

the untenable nature of Lurie’s relinquishment. Though he takes a step toward Lucy’s 

position, Lurie’s “letting go” of the unnamed dog contains its own horrors that render it 

unacceptable. The death of the dog is not pictured as a restful sleep or a peaceful sacrifice 

that heals or covers, but instead, what happens is “something unmentionable” (219). In 

the logic of Disgrace, the soul of the dog departs in a tortured manner: “here the soul is 

yanked out of the body; briefly it hangs about in the air, twisting and contorting; then it is 

sucked away and is gone. It will be beyond him, this room that is not a room but a hole 

where one leaks out of existence” (219). The manner in which the dogs arrive at the 
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shelter is also pictured as an unacceptable circumstance. Coetzee writes that “the dogs are 

brought to the clinic because they are unwanted: because we are too menny,” a reference 

to Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (146). The plight of the dogs echoes that of the 

children in Hardy’s novel who commit suicide because they are too many to be fed. By 

paralleling the dogs with those children, Coetzee makes sure that the death of the last 

animal will be unacceptable to the reader, that Lurie’s move to “acceptance” still rankles 

and pricks. 

Critics have often taken a differing perspective of the end of Coetzee’s novel, 

usually reading the text as presenting—instead of an untenable solution, as I argue—no 

solution for the legacies of apartheid that plague South Africa. Derek Attridge in J. M. 

Coetzee & the Ethics of Reading: Literature in the Event argues that Lucy “allows a new 

accommodation to occur, fully conscious of the enormous price she is paying” (171). 

This indicates the power dynamics have shifted in South Africa and that “a new fluidity 

in human relations” exists that must be built from the ground up, as Lucy suggests. 

However, Attridge argues that Lucy’s perspective, like Lurie’s, ultimately fails and that 

Coetzee provides no solution to the problem of the new South Africa and that this very 

lack of solutions in “one of the novel’s striking achievements,” while also making the 

text unattractive and offensive (177). Attridge thinks that the novel presents a “challenge” 

for South Africa to find a way to deal with “the notion of cost” that Lucy capitulates to 

and Lurie resists and a way to engage in “building a new, just state that is not founded on 

the elimination of unpredictability, singularity, excess,” a state that would be described, if 

it ever came into being, as “a state of grace” (191). This state of grace, however, does not 

exist in the text, and Coetzee, according to Attridge, provides no way to arrive at this 
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state. Similiarly, Elizabeth Anker in Fictions of Dignity: Embodying Human Rights in 

World Literature writes that Lucy “eschews dignity,” and Anker argues that, though 

Lurie possesses a “more complicated” view of South Africa, he also exercises “patient 

acceptance” (181). Anker concludes that the novel also actively resists answering the 

question of Lurie’s motives in the final sacrifice of the unnamed dog (184). Like 

Attridge, Anker supports the view that the text does not give an answer to the issues of 

South Africa raised in the novel. 

In a slightly different perspective, Barnard in Apartheid and Beyond: South 

African Writers and the Politics of Place writes that Coetzee’s novel does not simply 

offer a pessimistic view of the insufficiency of English in South Africa, but that Disgrace 

“moves beyond this familiar form of failure” and there is offered a potential for “the 

aesthetic pleasures of the pastoral” to exist (Apartheid and Beyond 37). This allows 

Barnard to see the sacrifice of the dog as motivated by “a profound love and 

responsibility” (39). This becomes extended for Barnard into a national act. The 

penultimate scene where Lurie ponders the pregnant form of his daughter on her land, 

enables an “accepting and aestheticizing” of the condition of South Africa, suggesting an 

“emerging ethos that is based on something other than a settling of accounts and the 

paying of a price” (40). Barnard argues that the ultimate end of the novel indicates that 

Coetzee’s perception of the new nation consists of “impossible ethical obligations” that 

are needed to “to respond to the ‘new South Africa,’ with its surface moral pieties and its 

deep-seated sense that payback time has at last arrived” (40). Barnard sees the final scene 

as “one that projects us into a wholly new and discomfiting ethical frame,” as a move 
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away from the utopian idea of earlier Coetzee novels (40). This move away, according to 

Barnard, is also a move toward acceptance.  

 Most critics would agree that Disgrace contains no pastoral utopia. Anker and 

Attridge write that the novel contains no solutions, while Barnard proposes that the 

solution is this move toward passive acceptance. I propose that Coetzee does present a 

solution in the text, that the ending can be read as less ambiguous than these critics tend 

to take it. The solution, however, is far from comforting.  Barnard notes the “impossible 

ethical obligations” that Coetzee presents, but rather than the text pointing toward 

acceptance as the move to make, I argue that the impossibility of Coetzee’s presented 

solution is exactly the author’s point. This is where Coetzee’s language of sacrifice 

becomes so important. The Day of Atonement that Coetzee uses to describe sacrifice was 

performed to absolve the sins of the community, but the ritual was always temporary. It 

had to be repeated year after year. The purpose of the Day of Atonement was to teach the 

Israelites to long for something better, something more permanent. It demonstrated the 

very impossibility of keeping the Law, while simultaneously crafting the desire for 

something beyond. Coetzee’s use of sacrifice puts the reader exactly in this position. 

Coetzee presents Lucy’s position as what is necessary for the ‘new South Africa,’ while 

also characterizing this position as untenable. For Coetzee, white South Africans, in order 

to live in the ‘new South Africa,’ have to meet these “impossible ethical obligations” that 

Barnard speaks of, yet Coetzee also puts this standard squarely out of their reach.  Early 

in the text, Lurie comments that sincerity lies beyond the scope of the law to judge. 

Likewise, the ability to abide in Lucy’s position lies beyond the scope of human power. 

Coetzee does not let the reader lose sight of the impossibility of Lucy’s position.  
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Lurie reflects on why this is so. Just as Lurie comments that the new generation of 

South Africa in his classroom is post-Christian, Lurie also reflects on the loss of the 

power of ritual in the new South Africa. When Lucy calls her father a “scapegoat,” Lurie 

proposes, “Scapegoating worked in practice while it still had religious power behind it,” 

but now people have forgotten “how to read the ritual, including the gods” (Coetzee, 

Disgrace 91). And then, “the gods died, and all of a sudden you had to cleanse the city 

without divine help. Real actions were demanded instead of symbolism,” leaving the new 

South Africa without a way to cleanse or absolve itself (91). In a post-religious society 

suffering from the after-effects of centuries of prejudice and decades of apartheid, the 

only solution is to occupy a Lucy-like position of forgiveness and grace that refuses to 

insist upon one’s rights and dues. Critics that see the possibility for hope in Coetzee’s 

picture in Disgrace sell short the very impossibility of that forgiveness. It belongs to a 

discourse that Coetzee—and South Africa—have moved beyond. Sincerity exists beyond 

the law’s ability to determine, atonement exists beyond Lurie’s ability to attain, and 

Lucy’s approach exists beyond humanity’s ability to adopt. The “state of grace” that 

Derek Attridge holds out some hope for does not exist in Coetzee’s South Africa (191). 

In an interview by David Attwell for the book Doubling the Point, Coetzee, when asked 

about the possibility of “Dostoyevskian grace” at the end of one of his novels, foreclosed 

the possibility himself, “As for grace, no, regrettably no: I am not a Christian, or not yet” 

(250). 
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CHAPTER THREE: “THE DAY THE PÁGINAS EN BLANCO FINALLY SPEAK”: 

SACRIFICE, SILENCE, AND STRUGGLE IN THE TRANSNATIONAL OF DÍAZ’S 

THE BRIEF WONDROUS LIFE OF OSCAR WAO 

While both Rushdie and Coetzee write about sacrifice as it takes place in various 

stages of nation—during nation formation and after the overhaul of a nation—Junot Díaz, 

in his debut novel The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007), places his narrative in a 

transnational space where he mobilizes moments of sacrifice to reflect back on and raise 

questions regarding the nature of this dynamic space and of narrative itself, dialoguing 

with concepts of narration that Disgrace and, particularly, Shame3 address. Díaz writes of 

sacrifice through a narrator, Yunior, who explains sacrifice through a vocabulary of fukú, 

a move that both obscures these sacrificial moments and also reveals a reading of 

sacrifice as the author pointing to moments of sacrifice as indicative of moments of 

silencing when a narrative or history silences a voice that threatens its control over the 

account presented. Through Yunior’s cloaking of sacrifice, Díaz is inviting readers to 

perceive Yunior’s narrative as providing access to sacrifice through obfuscation and 

demonstrating the tyrannical nature of narrative. An allusion to an Old Testament story 

additionally indicates that sacrifices within the novel are characterized by struggle—

multiple forces wrestling for control—and are represented by Yunior as two kinds of 

sacrifice in the novel—one caused by fukú and one enacting a zafa. The titular character, 

Oscar, embodies both types of sacrifice while simultaneously representing the 

                                                        
3 Though Díaz examines a different aspect of nation in his novel, Díaz reads and dialogues with Rushdie’s 
work and ideas. Díaz references Shame when discussing an occurrence of shame, which Díaz, like Rushdie, 
calls “Sharam” (Oscar Wao 92). Díaz also names Rushdie in a footnote included by Yunior that addresses 
the relationship between dictator and writer and reveals not only Yunior’s take on the dynamic, but—as we 
shall see through interviews with Díaz—the author’s as well (97). The footnote highlights one of the 
concepts that Díaz’s novel is preoccupied with: the issue of control. 
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transnational community of the novel, indicating that the transnational itself is constituted 

by struggle and silence while also raising the possibility of inclusion as a method of 

contesting the violence associated with struggles for control in narrative and nation. Far 

from offering a simple solution, though, Díaz’s novel raises more questions regarding the 

nature and potential of transnational literature, as well as questions about the use of 

sacrifice as moments of silence and struggle, all of which creates a text that is difficult to 

pin down or fully encompass.   

The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao follows the adolescence and young 

adulthood of Oscar de León, a nerdy, tumescent, aspiring writer of what are called “The 

Genres” of science fiction and fantasy. Oscar, nicknamed Oscar Wao while at college 

after Oscar Wilde whom he apparently resembles (in girth, at least), is plagued by his 

love of women combined with an inability to attract any, a trait that sets him apart from 

the Dominican community in which he dwells in Paterson, New Jersey. Yunior, Oscar’s 

college roommate and Oscar’s sister Lola’s on-and-off-again boyfriend, narrates the story 

of Oscar’s life from the perspective of a member in good standing of that Dominican 

community. Yunior’s narrative, written some time after Oscar’s death, relates Oscar’s 

place in the history of the Cabral family and the trajectory of the curse laid upon them by 

the Dominican Republic’s dictator-extraordinaire, Rafael Leónidas Trujillo Molina, 

through a compilation of stories ostensibly gleaned from Oscar’s family members and 

Oscar’s own research and writing. These stories include those of Oscar’s mother, Belicia, 

and his grandfather, Abelard, both of whom suffered from the fukú placed on the family 

by Trujillo. Abelard is imprisoned and killed for keeping his daughter, Jacqueline, from 

the clutches of the lust-riddled dictator, and Belicia is beaten nearly to death for having 
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an affair with Trujillo’s sister’s husband. Belicia’s beating precipitates her flight to the 

United States, where she later raises Oscar and Lola, his sister, though combinations of 

the three return periodically to the Dominican Republic to visit Belicia’s aunt and 

adopted mother, La Inca.  

 On one trip, Oscar meets Ybón, a semi-retired prostitute, with whom he starts a 

friendship and, possibly, a romantic relationship. When Oscar is threatened by Ybón’s 

boyfriend, the Capitán, an official in the Dominican police force, Oscar chooses to not 

listen, and the Capitán has him taken to a canefield and beaten nearly to death in an 

episode reminiscent of Belicia’s earlier assault. Oscar returns to the United States and 

begins his own excavations into the origins and cure of the fukú. He returns to the 

Dominican in order to persuade Ybón to go away with him, while also researching and 

writing about how to counteract his family’s curse. One night, the Capitán’s minions 

return for Oscar, and this time they kill him in the canefield, though a final letter to his 

sister refers to research he sent her on the counter-curse (material that never arrives) and 

also to a weekend when Oscar finally convinces Ybón to go away with him. Yunior ends 

the narrative by revealing that he has collected all of the writings he could find that Oscar 

worked on and is saving them for Lola’s daughter, Isis, so that when she grows up, she 

can follow her uncle’s research and—hopefully—put an end to the Cabral fukú, though 

Yunior doubts, at times, that such things can ever end. 

Díaz’s novel expounds heavily upon the history of the Dominican Republic in 

which the story is partially set, focusing particularly on the Era of Trujillo. The 

Dominican Republic makes up two-thirds of Hispaniola, a Caribbean island that it shares 

with Haiti. The Dominican Republic, as a nation, has been characterized by instability 
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and incessant fighting for control since the arrival of the first Europeans to the island. 

Hispaniola was first colonized by Spain when Christopher Columbus arrived in 1492. 

The Spaniards subjected and enslaved the indigenous Tainos, killing some and making 

others flee. By the 1550s, historian Jan Knippers Black writes, “the Taino population, 

estimated at from 1 to 3 million a half century earlier, had virtually disappeared” (15). 

Historian Piero Gleijeses calls this decimation of the Tainos a “genocide” and notes that 

it took fewer than thirty years to annihilate the native population (1). In 1503, the Spanish 

began building their labor force by importing African slaves, and the colonial population 

was made up of a minority Spanish owners and a majority of imported slaves (Black 15-

16). The 16th and 17th centuries saw numerous conflicts between the French and Spanish 

for control of the island interspersed with slave uprisings. One rebellion in the French-

controlled part of the island took place on August 14, 1791, and after five years of 

fighting, Haiti, the “first independent republic of Latin America,” was formed in 1804 

(Gleijeses 3). Haiti joined the congregation of forces contesting for control of what would 

be the Dominican Republic, occupying the colony and unifying the island from 1822-

1844 (Gleijeses 5; Black 18). Finally, on February 22, 1844, the colony seceded from 

Haiti, calling itself the Dominican Republic. The fledgling nation’s independence was 

plagued by struggles for power and control within the Dominican Republic, incursions of 

Haitian forces into Dominican territory, a decimated economy, attempts by Dominican 

leaders to sell the country to foreign powers for their own benefit, and one successful sale 

in 1861 of the country to Spain, who left the island permanently in 1865 (Gleijeses 8-10). 

The leaders of the Dominican borrowed heavily from foreign nations, pocketing the 

money and leaving the nation with large amounts of debt that it could not repay. As debts 
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grew and investors started clamoring to be repaid, the threat of foreign intervention into 

Dominican affairs waxed full. The United States, unwilling to see any European countries 

become militarily involved in the Caribbean, established a protocol with the Dominican 

government for debt collection, and the involvement of the United States in the governing 

of the Dominican continually increased until the United States occupied the nation in 

1916. The United States occupation, very unpopular with the Dominican people, lasted 

until 1924 and resulted in rigid control measures that inhibited the participation of 

Dominicans in their own government. Eventually, the pressures of World War I and the 

disinterestedness of the American government led to the withdrawal of occupying forces. 

These eight years meant vastly different things to the two countries; Black writes that the 

occupation “was an episode of no great consequence in the sweep of U.S. history. For the 

Dominican Republic, of course, it was another matter; the consequences of U.S. 

occupation were enormous and enduring,” and Díaz’s novel narrates some of these 

consequences (22).  

The departure of American forces did not, as some might hope, lead to the 

emergence of a democratic government; instead, the void in leadership left by the 

American withdrawal was filled by General Rafael Leónidas Trujillo Molina. Trujillo 

became president on May 16, 1930, when he won the election, Black points out, “with 

more votes than there were eligible voters” (26). What followed was one of the longest, 

most completely controlling dictatorships in the history of the Western hemisphere. 

Trujillo’s hold on the Dominican Republic was unprecedented as he controlled every 

aspect of Dominican life: media, intelligence, business, economy, etc. Gleijeses notes the 

special nature of Trujillo’s regime, calling its 30-year length “astonishing” and stating 
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that Trujillo’s “dictatorship broke all national and many international records” (21). 

Black focuses on the all-encompassing nature of Trujillo’s chokehold on the country: 

“Trujillo established, over a 30-year period, a dictatorship that was as nearly totalitarian 

as the country’s level of economic and technological development would accommodate” 

(26). Trujillo’s regime was brutal: the dictator’s enemies disappeared into prisons and 

were killed. Trujillo’s violence was never more obvious than in the massacre of 1937, 

where his troops killed 20,000-25,000 Haitians (Black 27). What was of particular 

interest to historians was the immense wealth that Trujillo amassed during his reign, 

positioning himself to own the majority of many economic enterprises in the nation. His 

control of economic means in the Dominican Republic, Gleijeses notes, was something 

“few Latin American dictators have attempted and even fewer have achieved,” as the 

nation became Trujillo’s “immense personal empire” (24-25). This control lasted until 

May 30, 1961, when some of Trujillo’s followers, supported by the CIA, assassinated 

him. It is the Era of Trujillo, though, from 1930-1961, when Trujillo’s control and 

violence were suffocating and complete, that forms not only a backdrop for Díaz’s novel, 

but also becomes a significant force in the narrative, as Trujillo figures prominently in the 

history of fukú. 

After Trujillo, other leaders battled for control of the Dominican Republic, but 

none surpassed Trujillo’s grasp on the nation. Under the rise of other leaders in the 

Dominican, a diaspora began due to the sweeping poverty and profound economic 

instability of the nation. Once Trujillo’s control was dissolved, Dominicans began 

migrating from the Dominican Republic to the United States, Venezuela, and Puerto 

Rico. According to historian Frank Moya Pons, by 1990 there were 900,000 Dominicans 
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living in New York, which represented 12 percent of the population of the whole nation 

(436). To explain this history of the Dominican Republic and its diaspora, Yunior uses 

fukú as a narrative, writing his story through the curse as a way of making sense of the 

traumatic history of the Dominican.  

I. NARRATIVE IN OSCAR WAO 

 The initially unnamed narrator frames his story in terms of fukú—the great curse 

of the New World. The first section of the novel is a footnoted history of the origins and 

nature of fukú, a narrative strategy that pervades the history and events of the nation and 

people within Yunior’s story. Yunior calls attention to the storied nature of fukú itself 

when he begins his tale with the words “They say,” shrouding his story in yet another 

layer of narrative (Díaz, Oscar Wao 1). What “they say” of fukú americanus is that its 

origins are both transnational and colonial in nature: 

They say it came first from Africa, carried in the screams of the enslaved; 

that it was the death bane of the Tainos, uttered just as one world perished 

and another began; that it was a demon drawn into Creation through the 

nightmare door that was cracked open in the Antilles. Fukú americanus, or 

more colloquially, fukú—generally a curse or a doom of some kind; 

specifically the Curse and the Doom of the New World. (1) 

The international origins of fukú find their “port of entry” in Santo Domingo as 

Columbus, “the Admiral,” delivered its being into the New World. Though the fukú’s 

arrival in the New World is old, Yunior writes that the power of the fukú persists, saying 

that in his parents’ day, the fukú was “something your everyday person could believe it” 

(2). Yunior insists that it does not matter if his readers believe in fukú, claiming, “It’s 
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perfectly fine if you don’t believe in these ‘superstitions.’ In fact, it’s better than fine—

it’s perfect. Because no matter what you believe, fukú believes in you,” yet Yunior’s 

narrative is driven by convincing his reader of the fukú’s reality through the curse’s 

explanatory power (5). From its inception, the narrative focuses on the storied and 

familial nature of fukú, claiming, “we are all of us its children, whether we know it or 

not” (1-2). Fukú stays in the family, being passed down like a legend, as each person in 

Santo Domingo “has a fukú story in their family” (5). The novel, ostensibly compiled and 

told by Yunior, contains his fukú story, a story that is not “the scariest, the clearest, the 

most painful, or the most beautiful” of fukú stories but the one that illustrates his personal 

experience with fukú, “the one that’s got its fingers around my throat” (6). Though 

Yunior calls the fukú story his story, Oscar Wao relates the history of the fukú upon the 

Cabral family and of its most recent victim, Oscar de León. And after a fashion, Yunior’s 

narrative seeks to provide a counter-curse, a zafa. When a fukú is placed upon you, there 

is one way of preventing its curse, and, according to Yunior, “Not surprisingly, it was a 

word. A simple word…Zafa” (7). To combat the storied fukú, one invokes another word, 

and the narrator reveals that his act of writing might very well be his own zafa, his “very 

own counterspell” (7). 

 Yunior desires to wield his fukú narrative to lay bare some of the violent histories 

of the Dominican Republic that have been largely silenced, for the narrative of Oscar’s 

family fukú is also a narrative of the nation, and the fukú proves inextricable from the 

history of the Dominican Republic. Yunior associates fukú with the colonizing forces that 

swept over Hispaniola in the fifteenth century, as “it is believed that the arrival of 

Europeans on Hispaniola unleashed the fukú on the world” (Díaz, Oscar Wao 1). In fact, 
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Yunior claims that the colonizers embodied fukú, that they “were the original fukú” and 

what followed in the wake of the first incidence of fukú was “massacre after massacre 

after massacre” (244). Centuries later, the colonial force of fukú then becomes aligned 

with the Dominican dictator-extraordinaire, Trujillo. Yunior comments on the violence of 

the dictator’s legendary control in one of the novel’s famous footnotes, saying that 

Trujillo “came to control nearly every aspect of the DR’s political, cultural, social, and 

economic life through a potent (and familiar) mixture of violence, intimidation, massacre, 

rape, co-optation, and terror; treated the country like it was a plantation and he was the 

master” (2).  In addition to highlighting Trujillo’s crackdown-control of the nation, the 

statement implies the continuing legacy of the colonization of Hispaniola as Trujillo 

plays the role of the latest colonial master. Yunior appears hazy on the exact relationship 

between fukú and Trujillo, saying, “No one knows whether Trujillo was the Curse’s 

servant or its master, its agent or its principal, but it was clear he and it had an 

understanding, that them two was tight” (2-3). What is clear for Yunior is that the 

atrocities committed by the European colonizers are the same atrocities committed by 

Trujillo and that the violence of both has been largely written over. Yunior entwines the 

stories of the history of the Dominican nation tightly with that of fukú, just as his narrated 

character, Oscar, entwines the narrative of the nation with a sci-fi narrative:  

[Oscar] was a hardcore sci-fi and fantasy man, believed that was the kind 

of story we were all living in. He’d ask: What more sci-fi than the Santo 

Domingo? What more fantasy than the Antilles? But now that I know how 

it all turns out, I have to ask, in turn: What more fukú? (6) 
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Yunior seeks to expose the traumatic history of the Dominican that has been silenced by 

crafting a new narrative of the nation through the colonial and transnational force of fukú. 

The fukú of the Dominicans, while being inextricable from nation, also travels, and it 

travels light. Fukú, Yunior states, was the parting gift of the Dominican Republic to the 

occupying U.S. forces, many of whom were transferred to Saigon after being pulled out 

of the Antilles: 

What do you think these soldiers, technicians, and spooks carried with 

them, in their rucks, in their suitcases, in their shirt pockets, on the hair 

inside their nostrils, caked up around their shoes? Just a little gift from my 

people to America, a small repayment for an unjust war. That’s right, 

folks. Fukú. (4) 

In addition to haunting U.S. military forces in Vietnam, fukú becomes the legacy of the 

diaspora that flees the country after the end of the Era of Trujillo. Yunior’s grandfather 

tells him that the “diaspora was Trujillo’s payback to the pueblo that betrayed him” (5). 

Given fukú’s inherited nature, transnational movement does nothing to help people flee 

fukú; it inhabits and narrates the transnational space in which the nation and novel find 

themselves.  

The text makes clear that there is a gap between the narration by Yunior of this 

history-through-fukú and the attention that Díaz as author is bringing to the text regarding 

issues of narrative and historical control. While Yunior wields a form of narrative 

through the use of fukú, Díaz calls attention—repeatedly—to the mediated nature of 

Yunior’s story. The novel is incredibly self-reflective about the polyvocal perspectives of 

the events of the text, accounts that the text leaves out in its explanation of fukú. The 
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confusion over what stories are attended to and what stories are not emerges when Yunior 

asks, “who can keep track of what’s true and what’s false in a country as baká as ours?” 

(139). The novel incessantly calls attention to things the narrator does not know or things 

Yunior cannot say. Was Belicia’s birth “Zafa or Fukú?” The narrator responds, “You tell 

me” (242). Yunior admits, “if you’re looking for a full story, I don’t have it. Oscar 

searched for it too, in his last days, and it’s not certain whether he found it either” (243). 

When the narrative delves into the Fall of the House of Cabral, the narrator knows that 

people will ask for the real story: was it “an accident, a conspiracy, or a fukú?” But all 

that the narrator will give the reader is: “you’ll have to decide for yourself,” stating that 

the narrative is “trawling in silences” (243). While Yunior wants the reader to accept the 

explanatory power of fukú, Díaz undermines the reliability of the narrative in relaying the 

story by pointing to stories not being told.  

These admissions, however, do not counteract the violence that the narrative 

perpetrates by its existence, a violence that Díaz compares to the violence enacted by 

dictators, for both scribe and tyrant are seeking control of a narrative.  Here, Díaz, 

through his distance from the narrator, attracts attention to the hypocritical control that 

Yunior is wielding over the text. In a footnote, Díaz reacts to Rushdie’s assertion that 

“tyrants and scribblers are natural antagonists,” claiming that, instead, the two groups are 

“destined to be eternally linked in the Halls of Battle” not because they are in direct 

opposition to each other, but because “Like, after all, recognizes like” (Oscar Wao 97). 

The struggle between the two, Díaz claims, occurs because both “know competition when 

they see it” (97). In an interview with Edwidge Danticat for BOMB Magazine, Díaz 

expands on his footnote, adding that dictators, like writers, recognize the power of the 
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word, “which is why they so thoroughly seek to control, negate, or exterminate the 

narrative competition.” Paul Jay in his book Global Matters echoes this parallel, stating, 

“dictators are superb storytellers” (190). Under this system of logic, writers and dictators 

are alike in that they both seek control: dictators wish to control the nation the way that 

writers wish to control their narrative. Both kinds of control are dependent upon the 

exclusion of other voices, a point that Díaz sets forth in another interview for Slate 

Magazine, arguing, “In dictatorships, only one person is really allowed to speak. And 

when I write a book or a story, I too am the only one speaking, no matter how I hide 

behind my characters.” Díaz, cognizant of the violence of political dictatorship, reminds 

readers of Oscar Wao to not lose sight of the fact that “the real dictatorship is in the book 

itself, in its telling.”  

Yunior seeks to expose the violence caused by dictatorial control in the 

Dominican Republic, but Yunior’s use of the fukú narrative also seeks for the kind of 

control that Trujillo possessed by being the one voice telling the story. Literary critics 

have noted the work the novel does in calling attention to the role that it plays in 

silencing voices. Elena Machado Sáez argues that “the appealing guise of polyvocality” 

of the novel deceives its readers, causing them to be “complicit with the heteronormative 

rationale used to police male diasporic identity” (522-23). Jay notes that the narrative told 

by Yunior wields “the same dictatorial power and singular authority in a narrative that is 

meant to critique dictatorial power and singular authority” (190-91). For Yunior’s story, 

while meant to shine light on the myriad voices silenced by the Era of Trujillo, also 

perpetrates silences of its own. While presenting things ostensibly spoken and written by 

Oscar, Lola, and even La Inca, Yunior becomes a filter for all that is said, and Yunior’s 
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voice becomes the only one actually heard in the novel. Monica Hanna asserts that, in the 

novel, “Yunior self-consciously struggles and experiments” with how to write stories of 

silence, and that is an experiment that Díaz is working through at the authorial level 

(498). Both writers and dictators struggle for control of narrative, sometimes against each 

other.  Yunior wants to give voice to the violence of Trujillo’s dictatorship, but Díaz 

reveals his narration to be a form of the same violence, calling attention to the nature of 

the text to perpetuate the same violence it critiques. Moments of sacrifice illuminate the 

struggle for narrative control happening in the novel as Yunior’s fukú narrative obscures 

sacrifice and Díaz uses that cloaking to point to sacrifice as indicative of silencing.  

II. SACRIFICE IN OSCAR WAO 

Sacrifices in Oscar Wao take place so that dictators, narrators, and even authors, 

can silence voices that threaten their control of a narrative, and sacrifices appear as 

moments of violence that shore up the stability of those in control. At the plot level, 

violence is used against Belicia and Abelard in order to sustain the control of Trujillo and 

his followers over the nation and narration of the Dominican Republic: Belicia is beaten 

at the command of Trujillo’s sister so that La Fea may maintain control over the fiction of 

her marriage, and decades earlier Abelard is imprisoned and tortured so that Trujillo 

himself can control the narrative of his life and rule. And ultimately, Oscar will be beaten 

and killed so that the Capitán can maintain control over the story of his relationship with 

Ybón.  The narrator will sacrifice other voices in these moments to sustain the narrative 

he has chosen, which characterizes sacrifices as pointing to instances of silencing. The 

later inclusion of an Old Testament motif will suggest that sacrifice is constituted of 

moments of struggle as well as moments of silence.  
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Yunior writes of sacrifice through the fukú narrative, an account that actually 

obscures these moments as instances of sacrifice. Instead, the narrator presents sacrificial 

moments as either the result of the fukú or the enacting of a zafa in order to convince his 

readers of his framework for his fukú story, an insistence that enforces silence upon those 

who are sacrificed. One kind of sacrifice, exemplified by Belicia’s beating, is presented 

as caused by fukú, resulting in horrific violence and a breakdown of language. The other 

is shown through La Inca’s sacrifice that is made to counteract fukú by enacting a zafa, a 

sacrifice that results in a diminishing or a lessening. Both instances of sacrifice point to 

sacrificial moments as indicative of the silencing of a voice.  

The first kind of sacrifice, one enacted by the fukú upon the Cabral family, is 

suffered by Belicia when she is beaten nearly to death in a canefield. La Fea, the 

Gangster’s wife, wants Belicia’s baby, the one fathered by her husband, to be killed in 

order to cover the Gangster’s transgressions and, ostensibly, to eliminate the threat that 

Belicia poses to her position and standing. For Yunior, the Trujillo connection ensures 

that the fukú comes down full on Belicia. Two Trujillo minions beat Belicia until they 

kill her unborn child and do horrific violence to her body. The author and narrator skip 

over the infliction of Belicia’s injuries and, instead, catalogue the extent of the injuries: 

“her clavicle, chicken-boned; her right humerus, a triple fracture (she would never again 

have much strength in that arm); five ribs, broken; left kidney, bruised; liver, bruised; 

right lung, collapsed; front teeth, blow out” among other injuries that the text documents 

earlier (Díaz, Oscar Wao 147). The stories that circulate about the night of her beating 

cite fukú as the responsible party, naming her trauma “as irrefutable proof that the House 

Cabral was indeed victim of a high-level fukú, the local version of House Atreus. Two 
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Truji-líos in one lifetime—what in carajo else could it be?” (152). Others prefer to see the 

inverse of this idea, by focusing on the second kind of sacrifice that occurs at the same 

time as Belicia’s beating: La Inca’s self-sacrifice that enacts a zafa against the fukú 

stretching its hands out for Belicia.  

When Belicia is taken, La Inca engages in an epic prayer vigil in order to enact a 

zafa on the fukú working against Belicia. This counteracting of the curse, this struggle 

against fukú, however, happens at great personal cost to La Inca, manifested by the 

diminishing that characterizes this kind of sacrifice in the novel. When the girl is 

kidnapped, La Inca almost gives up and allows “herself be lifted from her moorings and 

carried like a child, like a tangle of seagrape beyond the bright reef of her faith and into 

dark reaches” (Díaz, Oscar Wao 144). But La Inca resists the impulse toward inaction, 

and “shrugging off her weariness, she did what many women of her background would 

have done”—she prays (144). La Inca pulls from a tradition, the narrator writes, that most 

of his generation feel embarrassed by and ashamed of, but, at this moment and others like 

it, is absolutely necessary: “but it’s exactly at these moments, when all hope has 

vanished, when the end draws near, that prayer has dominion. Let me tell you, True 

Believers: in the annals of Dominican piety there has never been prayer like this” (144). 

The effort of La Inca’s prayer was so immense that the women around her experienced a 

kind of spiritual burnout, but La Inca was bent on “drawing the girl back from the Abyss” 

(145). The sacrifice takes the women “to exhaustion and beyond…to that glittering place 

where the flesh dies and is born again, where all is agony” (145). This sacrifice does 

counteract the curse, the narrator alleges: “Through the numinous power of prayer La 

Inca saved the girl’s life, laid an A-plus zafa on the Cabral family fukú,” but the self-
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sacrifice has consequences, and Yunior wonders “at what cost to herself” has La Inca 

saved Belicia and “to what end?” (155-56). After the enormous prayer effort and the 

sending of Belicia away to the (relative) safety of the United States, La Inca faces the 

cost of her efforts: 

La Inca began to diminish, like Galadriel after the temptation of the ring—

out of sadness for the girl’s failures, some would say, but others would 

point to that night of Herculean prayer. No matter what your take, it 

cannot be denied that soon after Beli’s departure La Inca’s hair began to 

turn a snowy white, and by the time Lola lived with her she was no longer 

the Great Power she had been. (156)  

La Inca’s diminishing works itself out physically in her body and spiritually in her 

Power. The cost of her sacrifice is a lessening, a fading, though not to disappearance. La 

Inca is diminished, and one aspect of her that lessens is the power of her Voice (319).  

Yunior obscures Belicia’s and La Inca’s sacrificial moments with his fukú 

narrative in order to maintain control of his own narrative by silencing voices that may 

propose alternate stories of the events that he is relating. The accounts that are presented 

either credit fukú or zafa for these stories. During these moments of sacrifice, Yunior 

functions as a screen, enfolding the sacrifices by cloaking them in another narrative to 

further his version of events that he relates. Similarly, Yunior draws on the traditions of 

Catholicism in the Dominican Republic when presenting La Inca’s views of Belicia’s 

beating and subsequent rescuing. La Inca—and Yunior—view the power of prayer as 

performing a zafa to protect the girl. The Mongoose4 who aids her is viewed as an agent 

                                                        
4 The Mongoose is an interesting figure to Díaz, and he is fond of commenting about its transnational 
nature. The novel’s description of the Mongoose calls it “one of the great unstable particles of the Universe 
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of God or zafa or both. Clearly, the narrator wants his readers to believe in the presence 

of the Mongoose as an extension of his fukú narrative. This raises the question, though, 

of what masking the instances of sacrifice does for the narrative. What purpose does Díaz 

accomplish by making the violence of sacrifice harder to see in the text? For Yunior, the 

obscuring allows him to reinforce his own narrative of the violent legacies of Dominican 

history. Díaz, however, fills these moments of sacrifice with silences that, for one thing, 

allow a reading of sacrifice as being indicative of the silencing of a voice, including the 

sacrificing that Yunior makes of alternate explanations of the violence in the text.  

Díaz points to a preponderance of silences that accompany the obfuscated 

sacrifices in the novel, particularly when writing about Belicia’s beating. Of some aspects 

of the attack, Yunior himself signals a silence on the part of the text when he speculates 

about rape that may or may not have occurred, but then concludes, “we shall never know 

because it’s not something she talked about” (Díaz, Oscar Wao 147). Díaz reinforces the 

obscuring of the sacrifice when the text skips over the actual violence of the beating and 

instead merely lists the physical injuries that result from it, a glossing over of violence 

that mitigates the horror of the experience. Additionally, the language of Belicia’s abuse 

indicates that what threatens Belicia with death also threatens a blanking of language 

itself. The beating is referred to as “the end of language, the end of hope” (147). The 

violence threatens to erase even Belicia’s own name, and she begins “sliding” into her 

childhood darkness and toward death, where “she would dwell forever, black, fea, 

                                                                                                                                                                     

and also one of its greatest traveler,” citing its origins as Africa and then India, before it makes the trans-
Atlantic trip to its non-native land of the Dominican Republic (Díaz, Oscar Wao 151). Additionally, the 
nature of the Mongoose is “believed” to be aligned with common man against kings and dictators (151). In 
interviews, Díaz often highlights the Mongoose as representative of Dominican identity, calling the animal, 
“our little scrappy, transplanted survivor” that was brought to the island to do a job and revolted and 
asserting that the mongoose shares “the Middle Passage experience of the enslaved Africans” (Moreno 
540-41). 
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scratching at the dust with a stick, pretending that the scribble was letters, words, names” 

(148). Language itself moves toward an erasure, a meaninglessness that aligns this 

moment of sacrifice with a silencing.  And as the Mongoose appears, the text again draws 

the readers’ attention to a silence because Yunior, unable to say if the Mongoose is real 

or imaginary, calls the episode one of “his silences, his páginas en blanco” (149). These 

blank pages become a motif that circulates within the novel and that signals that a voice 

is absent. The páginas en blanco appear in books, indicating that something has been 

silenced, and they occur when voices that are struggling to be heard are silenced.5 The 

page implies that there should be text, but the words are not heard, also implying that 

there is something the text cannot say.  

As Yunior indicates that the sacrifices of the novel are attributable to the fukú that 

Trujillo is responsible for, he attempts to expose the violence of Trujillo’s regime, but 

also ends up silencing other voices by controlling his narrative. Díaz imbues these 

moments of sacrifice with silence that indicates the violence of both history and narrative. 

In the novel, whenever those who suffer in sacrificial moments—Abelard and Belicia—

allude to other possible perspectives, the text shrouds those moments in silence. 

Regarding what Belicia met in the canefield, Yunior records her answer as, “I met 

something, Beli would say, guardedly” (Díaz, Oscar Wao 152). Belicia resists affirming 

Yunior’s account of her experience in the canefield, but any alternate explanation is 

plunged into silence. The father that Belicia never met, Abelard, has the same reaction 

                                                        
5 For example, Belicia’s childhood becomes “their very own página en blanco” for Belicia and La Inca, a 
history that is never to be spoken of, but rather forgotten and not addressed (Díaz, Oscar Wao 78). 
Balaguer, one of Trujillo’s followers, writes his own blank page about the death of a journalist, Orlando 
Martínez. While Balaguer was responsible for the death of the journalist, he claimed it was not his deed, 
but left a literal blank page in his memoir, “text to be filled in with the truth upon his death” (90). The page 
was never filled in, and the truth of the permanent silencing of Martínez is also silenced.  
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when the story of his verbal quick-footedness in front of Trujillo is related. Socorro, his 

wife, views the supernatural help as coming from traditional narratives, asking, “You 

mean God?” when Abelard tells her that he received help from “a Numinous Being” 

(223). Abelard, who suffers the violence of sacrifice later, will not confirm this account, 

stating, “I mean someone, Abelard said darkly” (223). Yunior gives voice to explanations 

that sustain the narrative he wishes to relate, but Díaz also indicates that there are 

accounts missing from voices that have been silenced.  

 In addition to signaling a silence, sacrifice becomes an indication of a struggle as 

Díaz draws on an Old Testment story that patterns wrestling as a characteristic of 

sacrifice. Within the two forms of sacrifice that Yunior represents—fukú-caused or zafa-

enacting—the text pulls in the Old Testament story of Jacob wrestling an angel6 from the 

book of Genesis. As a result, sacrifice becomes not only indicative of moments of silence 

but also of struggle. In this part of Genesis, Jacob engages in his own moment of 

transnationalism, returning to his homeland after having fled decades earlier because he 

tricked his brother, Esau, out of his birthright as the eldest son. Jacob returns to face 

Esau, bringing with him his wives and children and great possessions. Jacob fears that 

Esau will kill him and all he has, and the night before he is to meet his brother, an angel 

wrestles with Jacob all night long. During the struggle, the angel merely touches Jacob’s 

hip, and the hip becomes permanently injured; Jacob will walk with a limp for the rest of 

his life (Gen. 32:24-25). As it nears dawn, the angel says to Jacob, “Let Me go, for the 

day breaks,” and though Jacob cannot win, he will not give up, stating, “I will not let You 

                                                        
6 Scholars of many kinds debate over the nature of “the Man” with whom Jacob wrestles, but as Díaz refers 
to this particular numinous being as an angel, this chapter will concede the point, only noting that the 
uncertain nature of “the Man” plays interestingly into moments when multiple figures (the Mongoose, the 
No Face Man, etc.) have indeterminate identifications. 
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go unless you bless me!” (Gen. 32:26).  The angel asks Jacob for his name, which Jacob 

must give, acknowledging the angel’s power over Jacob, as the angel is not obliged to 

give his name in return. Additionally, Jacob’s naming of himself indicates a self-

acknowledgement of his identity, for on the eve of meeting his brother whom he has 

cheated out of his inheritance, Jacob must own and confess both his name and nature: 

“Jacob” means “deceiver” and “supplanter.” This story exhibits two forces locked in a 

struggle that neither is willing to concede.  

As Díaz narrates the events leading up to and following the sacrifices of Belicia 

and La Inca, he links both characters with the story of Jacob and this concept of struggle. 

After Belicia has been rescued from her childhood abuses, she wrestles with her 

wanderlust nature that eventually leads to her relationship with the Gangster and the 

violence to follow, stating that every night “she struggled Jacob-like” against the life she 

has, refusing to give up her desires for “elsewheres” (Díaz, Oscar Wao 89, 77). After 

Belicia’s beating, La Inca struggles to decide what to do with Belicia: does she send her, 

alone, to the United States, or does she keep the girl with herself? During that time, La 

Inca “wrestled with herself” over which course of action to take, as she could not 

determine “which side was Jacob and which side was the Angel” (158). Both Belicia and 

La Inca perceive great struggles within themselves during the events of Belicia’s 

inclusion in “the Fall” of her family. The distance between the narrator and author in the 

text indicates that instances of sacrifice alert the reader to a silencing happening within 

the novel, and the allusions to the story of Jacob wrestling an angel indicate that moments 

of sacrifice are also moments of struggle, though Yunior would have his readers believe 

that the struggle is between forces of fukú and zafa, between a sacrifice enacted by the 
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violence of fukú and a sacrifice meant to counteract that violence. The silence and 

struggle contained in sacrifice signal that a voice has been absented after a wrestling has 

occurred between multiple voices. Both types of sacrifice narrated by Yunior are 

embodied in the figure of Oscar de León, who, through sacrifice, encompasses both the 

silence and struggle of sacrifice in his body.  

Oscar, the heir to his family’s fukú, experiences the same kind of sacrifice as his 

mother, as the violence that Yunior portrays as resulting from the fukú reaches Oscar’s 

generation when the Capitán has Oscar beaten for hanging around his girlfriend, Ybón. 

Like Belicia before him, Oscar is taken to a canefield; “How’s that for eternal return?” 

Yunior remarks (Díaz, Oscar Wao 296). As he is marched to the spot of his beating, 

Oscar notes that “this world seemed strangely familiar to him; he had the overwhelming 

feeling that he’d been in this very place, a long time ago” (298). The beating results in yet 

another catalogue of injuries, skipping over the actual violence as Yunior once again 

cloaks Oscar’s sacrificial moment: “Broken nose, shattered zygomatic arch, crushed 

seventh cranial nerve, three of his teeth snapped off at the gum, concussion” (301). And 

when Clive the taxi driver brings him home to La Inca and Belicia, they pray over him, 

and “if they noticed the similarities between Past and Present they did not speak of it” 

(301). In this moment of sacrifice, Yunior once again points to fukú as the explanation 

for what happens to Oscar, using that to drive his narrative forward, for it is this beating 

that brings the familial curse to Oscar’s full attention. Having suffered its effects in the 

same way as his mother, Oscar is newly aware of the reality of the real family legacy, and 

when Yunior comes to visit, Oscar tells him, “Bigger game afoot than my appearances. 

He wrote out the word for me: fukú” (306). Just as Díaz uses Belicia’s beating to point to 
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a silencing, Oscar’s sacrifice also directs the reader toward a set of silences. Again, the 

narrator is brought up short by the things that he does not know, such as whether or not 

the Capitán ordered Oscar’s death or just a beating (298). All he knows is that, regardless, 

Oscar survives the “beating to end all beatings” (298). Additionally, a mysterious, 

faceless third man is present during the assault, but neither Oscar nor Yunior can account 

for his identity (299). Another literal silence happens when the Mongoose comes to chat 

with Oscar in a dream, asking Oscar, “What will it be, muchacho?…More or less?” and 

Oscar, though tired and wanting to give up, remembers his family and chooses more 

(301). The Mongoose speaks in response to Oscar’s choice, but whatever the Mongoose 

says, the narrator can only capture as literal, physical blanks within the text (301).  

After surviving the attack, Oscar is sent back to the United States, though he will 

not stay there long after recovering. Having experienced his family’s fukú, Oscar goes on 

a mission to find a zafa to end the curse on the House of Cabral. It is at this point that he 

begins to collect all the material that Yunior will inherit and keep for Lola’s daughter to 

rediscover. While in the United States, Oscar is reflecting on something that Ybón told 

him: “Travel light. She extended her arms to embrace her house, maybe the whole world” 

(Díaz, Oscar Wao 306). While Oscar is searching for a zafa, he dreams repeatedly of the 

canefield; however, the people being attacked in his dream are his family, causing Oscar 

to run away (306). But six weeks after his attack, when he dreams of the cane, instead of 

fleeing, “he summoned all the courage he ever had, would ever have, and forced himself 

to do the one thing he did not want to do, that he could not bear to do. He listened” (307). 

Here the text enacts another silence. What Oscar heard, we do not. But shortly thereafter, 

Oscar visits Yunior to borrow money, supposedly for a down payment on an apartment, 
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but in reality it is to fund Oscar’s travel back to the Dominican Republic and Ybón. 

Oscar, in his search for a zafa to counteract his family’s fukú, has done his own 

diminishing just as La Inca does after her zafa-enacting prayer. Yunior tells his readers, 

“You should have seen him. He was so thin, had lost all the weight and was still, still” 

(312). Oscar’s weight, constantly a point of mockery and consternation for him, has 

diminished significantly, but Oscar’s lessening was not only physical. When Yunior asks 

what he had been doing while recovering, Oscar says that he was in the process of 

moving, that he wants to start new somewhere else (312). In his preparations, Oscar has 

been “paring down”:  

Was trying to decide what he would take with him. Was allowing himself only 

ten of his books, the core of his canon (his words), was trying to pare it all 

down to what was necessary. Only what I can carry. It seemed like another 

odd Oscar thing, until later we would realize it wasn’t. (312) 

Oscar is diminishing like La Inca, paring down so that he can “travel light” like Ybón 

advised. Both of Oscar’s corpora—his body and his writings—are lessened as he returns 

to the Dominican Republic in search of zafa and Ybón, a search that will lead to a second 

trip to the canefield with the Capitán’s underlings, one that ends in Oscar’s death.  

Oscar becomes aligned with the motif of the páginas en blanco that recur within 

the novel and that signal the silencing of a voice. After his death, Oscar begins to appear 

in dreams to Yunior in a room that recalls Abelard’s lost library and is reminiscent of 

dreams that Oscar himself had of books with blank pages (302). In Yunior’s dream, 

Oscar becomes the embodiment of páginas en blanco, though whether those pages are 

fukú-caused or zafa-enacting remains ambiguous: 
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About five years after [Oscar] died I started having another kind of dream. 

About him or someone who looks like him. We’re in some kind of ruined 

bailey that’s filled to the rim with old dusty books. He’s standing in one of 

the passages, all mysterious-like, wearing a wrathful mask that hides his 

face but behind the eyeholes I see a familiar pair of close-set eyes. Dude is 

holding up a book, waving it for me to take a closer look, and I recognize 

this scene from one of his crazy movies. I want to run from him, and for a 

long time that’s what I do. It takes me a while before I notice that Oscar’s 

hands are seamless and the book’s pages are blank.  

And that behind his mask his eyes are smiling.  

Zafa. 

Sometimes, though, I look up at him and he has no face and I wake up 

screaming. (325) 

The ever-circulating páginas en blanco of the novel appear in Oscar’s hands, uniting 

Oscar with the silences that can be seen through sacrificial moments. These páginas en 

blanco bring together aspects of the novel that are key to understanding the picture of 

transnationality in the novel—silences and narrative—a picture captured in the figure of 

Oscar Wao. 

III. THE TRANSNATIONAL IN OSCAR WAO 

Within the text, Oscar experiences the transnational movement of “living in the 

DR for the first couple of years of his life and then abruptly wrenchingly relocating to 

New Jersey—a single green card shifting not only worlds (from Third to First) but 

centuries (from almost no TV or electricity to plenty of both)” (Díaz, Oscar Wao 21-22). 
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He lives, José David Saldívar writes in “Conjectures of ‘Americanity’ and Junot Díaz’s 

‘Fukú Americanus’ in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, between “two 

incommensurable worlds” (120). This shifting between two locations, Jay writes, “makes 

the distinction…between a traditional one-way form of migration to the United States and 

a new form of migration in which individuals and families move back and forth 

constantly between their home and adopted countries” (177). This “transnational space” 

that Jay writes extensively about exists in “the literal and virtual spaces between nations,” 

and the characters of the Oscar Wao exist “perpetually in transit between locations” 

(178). This transnational space, Jay argues, is not a place outside of the tensions of nation 

and history, but rather transnational spaces “are defined by those conflicts and tensions, 

complicating the need to construct U.S.-based identities that grow out of the complex 

historical intersection of American and Dominican histories, subjectivities, and cultures” 

(178). Mermann-Jozwiak also comments on the transnational nature of Oscar Wao, 

stating that the novel expands the conversation about nation by “portraying cultural flows 

that reach beyond the borders of the nation” (7-8). The Dominican Republic, particularly, 

is a nation that shows that the conversation of nation needs to be expanded to include the 

transnational: 

…this is a nation that centrifugally expelled and dispersed its population 

into the diaspora. At the same time, he demonstrates, this is a nation that 

centripetally absorbed cultural influences from all other continents. These 

global flows make a singular vision of homeland impossible: the 

Caribbean is a busy plurality of peoples, races, and cultures; it is in 

constant process of creation and re-creation. (Mermann-Jozwiak 8) 
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Oscar himself espouses this view when Ybón tells him to go home, to his “other” home 

in New Jersey, and Oscar replies, “A person can’t have two?” (Díaz Oscar Wao 318).  A 

child of Diaspora, a non-Dominican-Dominican, a person with two homes, Oscar 

becomes representative of the transnational, a space that is characterized by the 

absorption and mixing of cultures, peoples, languages, etc. that inclusion creates. 

However, this space of inclusion is also subject to the tensions and struggles that are 

carried with the different histories present in its mix. 

The figure of Oscar is the inheritor of the fukú narrative of nation, becoming an 

embodiment of the transnational community born from this historical arc of nation. The 

oft-cited second epigraph of the novel is drawn from Derek Walcott’s poem, “The 

Schooner Flight,” and concludes: “and either I’m nobody, or I’m a nation” (Díaz, Oscar 

Wao). According to Machado Sáez, this epigraph “seeks to address the labeling of the 

diasporic subject as either ‘nobody’ or ‘a nation.’ In working through such a binary, the 

novel speaks back to celebratory theorizations of diaspora that frame the concepts of 

diaspora and nation in opposition to one another” (524). And in this novel, I argue that 

Díaz is making the transnational space, embodied in Oscar, a rolling of the categories of 

that binary into one: Oscar, the transnational subject, is neither a nobody nor a nation, but 

rather Oscar is both nobody and a nation.  

Throughout the novel, Oscar suffers as an outcast from his community because of 

his lack of what is portrayed as stereotypical Latin machismo. Oscar is bad—tragically 

bad, if the novel is to be believed—with women, a quality that is called “very un-

Dominican of him,” even at the young age of seven (Díaz, Oscar Wao 11). And as he 

grows up, Oscar retreats into “the Genres”—science-fiction and fantasy—which also 
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alienates him from his neighbors and community (17). Later, his overweight body will 

alienate him further, relegating him to “Watcher” status, where his label of “parigüayo” 

causes the Dominican community in New Jersey to align him with the hated U.S. 

invaders of the nation decades before (19). Oscar becomes a complete outcast in college, 

where, despite his protestations, the other Dominicans “hearing him speak and seeing him 

move his body, shook their heads. You’re not Dominican,” they tell him (49). 

A great deal of literary criticism on The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao 

focuses on Oscar’s outsider status and how Díaz uses that position to critique the 

normative hypermasculinity of the Dominican community. Andrea Levine notes that 

Drown, Díaz’s collection of short stories that pre-dated Oscar Wao and introduced the 

narrator-figure of Yunior, posits “a linkage between the process of becoming a U.S. 

national subject…and the process of normative masculinization, which also entails the 

securing of heterosexuality” (167). In his first novel, Díaz continues the discussion of 

normative masculinity by challenging stereotypes through the figure of Oscar, whom 

Díaz himself said in his interview for Slate that he wanted to use to “screw with 

traditional Dominican masculinity.” According to Ferentz Lafargue in “Identity and 

Popular Culture in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye and Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous 

Life of Oscar Wao,” Díaz writes of Oscar as the “antithesis” of the Dominican male 

sexuality, whose “depleted cultural currency” within his community produces 

“renderings of African American and Dominican males that run against the grain of 

stereotypical perceptions” (70-71). These “stereotypical perceptions” that Lafargue refers 

to, Tim Lanzendörfer identifies in “The Marvelous History of the Dominican Republic in 

Junot Díaz’s The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” as perceiving Dominican men to be 
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“an unreflective mixture of sexuality and machismo” (137). Oscar, by not fitting into the 

stereotypical idea of masculinity, presents a critique of the normative structures within 

the community. 

Placing Oscar as a challenger to these stereotypes from his outsider position does 

not mean that Oscar does not belong to the transnational community portrayed in Oscar 

Wao, but quite the opposite. Oscar is figured as representative of transnational 

community despite the community’s non-recognition of his belonging. Díaz stated to 

Danticat that Oscar’s “very un-Dominican” qualities were “the things that defined Oscar 

in my head but that also guaranteed that no one would ever happily connect him to the 

nation he grew up out of and the nation, that I thought, he was representative of.” 

Elisabeth Maria Mermann-Jozwiak states that Oscar “illustrates the difference within the 

supposedly homogenous ethnic communities” (3). Díaz, in his Slate interview, makes 

clear that Oscar inherits more than the national history of the Dominican Republic, but 

also “a larger, almost invisible historical movement—he's the child of a dictatorship and 

of the apocalypse that is the New World.” Díaz also told Danticat that Oscar is one of 

those “kinds of people that no one wants to build the image of a nation around. Even if 

these people are in fact the nation itself.” Oscar is the Dominican nation itself, and the 

novel, by framing Oscar as both the embodiment of the transnational moment and of 

sacrifice allows connections to be made between the nature of sacrifice in the novel and 

the nature of the transnational.    

 As Oscar unifies both kinds of sacrifice within his own sacrificial experiences, he 

exemplifies both the struggle and silence of sacrifice. Coupled with his position as a 

representative—and a critique—of the transnational community of the novel, Oscar 
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reveals that transnational space to also be a place of a multiplicity of voices struggling to 

be heard and suffering from being silenced by voices that control narratives. This raises 

questions in the text of whether the novel, as a narrative in its own right, can present any 

solution to the problems of the silences that happen in narrative and nations. Though the 

text is slippery on this point, it raises one possibility for combating silenced voices: 

inclusion.   

 Oscar’s embodiment of the transnational space indicates that it is not only a space 

of struggle resulting in silence, but also one of inclusion. As Oscar indicates the great 

variety that exists in transnational spaces by challenging the normative impulses of 

transnational communities, Díaz uses the text to suggest that one way the text may 

combat the silences of narrative and history is through absorption, primarily through the 

inclusion of the multitude of genres (many of which are generally ignored in literary 

studies) referenced in the novel and through the approach Díaz takes toward the use of 

multiple languages in a primarily English text. Díaz stated in the Slate interview that he 

sought to mimic the shape of “an archipelago…a textual Caribbean,” one that is 

fragmented, but “somehow holding together,” a pattern that appears to hold true for his 

use of genre and language. The text works to mirror the inclusion of the transnational 

space by exhibiting an array of literary and non-literary genres that Díaz alludes to in the 

novel. Oscar, of course, delves into what he calls “the Genres,” which includes a variety 

of science-fiction, fantasy, and comic book allusions. The novel is able to absorb an even 

greater range of genres including poetry, folklore, role-playing games, and even Japanese 

anime. According to Daniel Bautista, this generic inclusion is “an attempt to capture the 

bewildering variety of cultural influences that define the lives of Díaz’s Dominican-



91 

American protagonists” (42). In addition to reflecting Oscar’s immigrant experience, the 

mix of these genres signals another possible purpose of inclusion. In a way, the novel 

tries to fight its tendency to silence other voices by casting a wide net and bringing in as 

many literary—and non-literary—genres as it can.  

 This wide inclusion of genres in the novel is supported by the way Díaz weaves 

languages into his text as well. While being written primarily in English, Díaz also 

includes a great deal of Spanish phrasing that remains largely untranslated, requiring the 

reader to be somewhat versed in Spanish, and even including expressions that few outside 

the Dominican community would know. Díaz in his Slate interview discusses the origins 

of his use of multiple languages, explaining, “English was present in my Spanish. And 

clearly Spanish was always present in my English.” Critics have noted the difficulty that 

the presence of multiple languages in text creates, as the text makes little accommodation 

for readers who do not speak Spanish or understand Dominican slang (Jay 180). Eugenia 

Casielles-Suárez in her article “Radical Code-switching in The Brief Wondrous Life of 

Oscar Wao” argues that the type of language switching in the novel falls into the 

category of bilingual texts that “value moments of unintelligibility, and are consciously 

trying not to ‘other’ Spanish” by not translating or even marking the switches between 

languages (478). Díaz, Casielles-Suárez continues, does not follow typical rules 

governing the kinds of phraseology used in inserting Spanish language into English, but 

rather includes Spanish wherever he wants without regard to grammar and phrasing, 

which gives the language-switching a sense of invasiveness (482). Though potentially 

working toward an inclusiveness of language, the text cannot help but imbue the 

multiplicity of languages with a sense of struggle and even violence. As Díaz breaks the 
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traditional rules surrounding the inclusion of other languages, Spanish makes forays into 

the solidarity of English, reversing the violence of colonialism. Díaz himself refers to the 

violence latent in his “revenge upon English,” stating, “When I learned English in the 

States, this was a violent enterprise. And by forcing Spanish back onto English, forcing it 

to deal with the language it tried to exterminate in me, I’ve tried to represent a mirror-

image of that violence on the page” (Céspedes and Torres-Saillant 904). The violence of 

the struggle between languages brings the text back to the fact of violence in the 

transnational space. Despite attempts at inclusion, Oscar Wao cannot get away from the 

violence indicated by struggle within the transnational. In a novel that is deeply invested 

in the struggle of narrative to lay bare historical silences, Oscar suffers incredible 

violence throughout the novel. Oscar embodies the transnational and as such faces a great 

deal of violence. In this way, the novel indicates that the transnational is not merely a 

celebratory space in which cultures intersect and mix, as some have suggested. 

 The concealment and indications of sacrifice as moments of both struggle and 

silence are mirrored by the transnational space of the novel, raising questions of the 

ability of text to escape the same violence it critiques. The text offers potential avenues 

for exploring implications of inclusion of a multitude of genres or languages as a way of 

seeking polyvocality within narrative and the transnational, but it does not escape from 

the violence involved in such struggles, between languages in particular. The text makes 

the occasional gesture toward hope for narrative and nation, most notably as Yunior 

writes toward the end of the novel of the preparations he has made for Isis7, Lola’s 

                                                        
7 Interestingly, Isis’s very name is an indication of hope. The ancient Egyptian goddess Isis was able to 
restore her husband to life after gathering all the pieces of his body that had been scattered across Egypt. 
Likewise, Yunior hopes that Lola’s Isis will gather the scattered fragments of Oscar’s research and bring 
the zafa he was hunting to life. 
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daughter, so that he can help her when she comes to seek out her uncle’s work in the 

hopes that she will “put an end to” the curse of fukú (331). Earlier in the text, Yunior 

makes a glancing reference to a hope for the future, saying that he will give the reader 

what he has been able to piece together, but that “the rest will have to wait for the day the 

páginas en blanco finally speak” (119). However, this day is never mentioned again, and 

the reference to it appears to be more wishful thinking than substantial hope. 

Furthermore, even the section about the hope for regeneration through Isis ends with 

Yunior’s doubts about the possibility of cycles of fukú and violence ever ending, as well 

as with a violent end for the titular character. The questions, then, of the possibility of an 

“out,” as Lola says, are left unanswered and ambiguous at best (209).  

 What the text can do is to illuminate some of the blank pages that the novel 

references. It may not be able to put text on those pages, but it may be able to point to 

their position in the narrative, an ability it may be able to access through a final utterance. 

The use of the motif of Jacob and the angel in conjunction with sacrificial figures can 

also offer a method for narrative voices to indicate the violence they are enacting. For the 

story of Jacob wrestling the angel culminates in Jacob speaking his name, a moment of 

acknowledging power dynamics and a confession of the deceptive nature of the speaker. 

Oscar’s final moment of sacrifice, his death, ends with a similar utterance. When the 

Capitán’s minions pull the trigger and kill Oscar, Yunior ends the moment with one word 

and a literal silence: “Oscar—” (322). Yunior’s speaking at this point could be read as a 

zafa; immediately after a death resulting from fukú, the narrator utters one word to 

counteract the curse. However, given the presence of Jacob’s story in the text, Yunior’s 

speaking of a name may also be read as something more. Like in Jacob’s story, the name 
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is an acknowledgment of power dynamics. Díaz has spent the narrative calling attention 

to Yunior’s place as the only voice in the novel, and at this point, Oscar’s disappearance 

from a text that bears his name clearly indicates that the voice speaking is Yunior. The 

narrator’s control over the other voices in the text is undeniably present in the utterance. 

The speaking of Oscar’s name is also a last confession of the nature of the novel: one 

voice narrating others. The fact that Yunior gives a name not his own, however, points to 

the voice that has been silenced in the novel on multiple levels. His speaking of Oscar’s 

name points to the absence of that voice. The text begins with an epigraph from Fantastic 

Four, querying, “Of what import are brief, nameless lives?” Oscar’s life is brief, and 

Yunior cannot give it a voice. What the narrative can do, however, is utter Oscar’s name 

and point to his absence so that Oscar’s silence can be recognized by those who are 

looking for it. Thus, Díaz indicates silences and absences within The Brief Life of Oscar 

Wao, for that is all he can do and anything more will have to wait for that day when the 

blank pages speak. 
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CONCLUSION 

 The three novels examined in this thesis represent the violence of sacrifice and 

also the failures of narrative to adequately represent that violence, both of which may 

serve to bring to consciousness the real, human embodiment of the violence contained in 

the text that exists well beyond the text, an embodied violence that is foundational to 

global Anglophone literature. Salman Rushdie’s novel, Shame, portrays the violence 

caused by the imposing of shame upon a person by communities, a narrative that 

originates from instances of real-life violence that haunt the text. J. M. Coetzee’s 

Disgrace grapples with the violence that became the legacy of apartheid in South Africa, 

mirroring the reality of violence that constitutes the new South African landscape. Junot 

Díaz writes in The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao about the continuing moments of 

violence—generally ignored by national narratives—that originate in the historical arc of 

the Dominican Republic, are inherited by the transnational community, and are both 

observed and then re-inflicted within the space of the novel.   

 These texts are written by authors who self-consciously reach the limits of 

narrative, circle around the violence mediated by their novels, and also perpetuate the 

violence of narrative itself. Each of these authors, in the midst of these limitations, 

signal—however fleetingly or improbably—a sense of longing for something beyond the 

reaches of the text. This longing seems to take the shape of fragile hope in the possibility 

of literary creation, whether within the limitations of narrative or in the complete 

remaking of narrative. Rushdie, toward the end of his novel, indicates that there may 

exist something beyond the cycles of shame, violence, and nation in the text, but 

whatever that may be lies beyond the borders and limits of narrative and can only be 
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found after an instance of complete annihilation. Coetzee points to the limits of the 

English language itself in narrating South Africa, indicating that the language is 

insufficient for dealing with the realities of the re-made nation. Unfortunately, the 

solution that Coetzee presents to living in the context in which language now finds itself 

becomes a completely untenable position, one that is based in a discourse that neither the 

author nor the nation occupy any longer. Díaz, in Oscar Wao, seeks out the limitations of 

the text in narrating moments of silence and in its inability to give voice to those silences 

itself, but still references a future day when silences might speak for themselves. 

 At this point of limitation, when the narrative reaches the edge of its 

circumscribed space yet casts out for something beyond, sacrifice becomes an important 

motif within these texts. Old Testament motifs from the Judeo-Christian tradition, in 

particular, work for these novels by patterning both limitation and longing. The Law in 

the Old Testament prescribed sacrifices in order to point out to the people of the fledgling 

nation of Israel their inability to keep the written letter of the Law. Sacrifices would atone 

for their transgressions, but only temporarily. In this way, sacrifices pointed out to the 

people the limitations of the Law and its inability to deliver them. The temporal, 

insufficient nature of the written word of the Law was supposed to point the nation 

beyond the Law to look for their permanent redemption and hope. The novels do not 

import wholesale the motifs of sacrifice from Old Testament traditions. Rather, each of 

these works seeks for something outside, something beyond what these motifs offer in 

terms of solutions. The possibilities that these authors trade in are fleeting and fragile, far 

from certain or even stable. 
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 But to do this work of combining limitations of narrative with the longed-for 

concept of “hope,” the novels included in this thesis must work within a set of 

conventions—Judeo-Christian conventions—that carry with them their own historical 

resonances. The authors do not argue that there is not a loaded history that accompanies 

such uses of sacrificial motifs; none of these texts desires to or indicates the possibility of 

eschewing the legacies from which the text is born, whether of narrative form, nation, or 

cultural heritage. Rushdie, for all the talk in Shame of loosening from nation and 

migrating beyond a country’s borders, notes that there is always something that 

accompanies the migrant into exile, even if it is only an emptiness. Coetzee recognizes 

the shortcomings and violence of both the English language and the pastoral form, but 

with full admission of their guilt, carries them forward, not abandoning their legacy but 

working within it. And Díaz, far from emptying out the narratives and legacies of 

Dominican histories and traditions, gathers them all up and includes with them a mixing 

of other genres that bring their own histories with them, exploring the possibilities of 

inclusion within the novel.  Each text shoulders the past and carries it forward, indicating 

that what has contextualized or shaped their conventions cannot—should not—be 

escaped, but rather self-reflectively borne, though not atoned for, and continued in order 

to keep present the transgressions that such conventions have committed.  

 The authors work within these sacrificial conventions to create new resonances, 

re-making the conventions to suit their contexts. Rushdie uses the language of types of 

Old Testament sacrifices—drink offerings and burnt offerings—to describe the nature of 

cycles of shame and the cycle of nation that begets the nation of Pakistan. Coetzee 

includes the motif of the Day of Atonement in Disgrace that supports his presentation of 



98 

alternate views of how to live in the newly re-formed South Africa and offers a pattern, 

however unreachable, for giving up one’s rights. Díaz obscures sacrificial motifs in the 

text somewhat, to indicate that moments of sacrifice accompany instances of silencing, 

and also draws on an Old Testament story of Jacob to illuminate sacrifice and silences as 

produced by struggle.  

While pointing to the intersections of limitation and longing, the use of sacrificial 

motifs in the selected novels raises certain questions regarding the implications of 

sacrifice. How does this pattern of limitation and longing belong to other, larger patterns? 

What do we make of the hyper-awareness that these texts have of their reflections of real-

world violence in their uses of sacrifice and their self-acknowledgement of perpetuating 

the violence of narration? What response should readers have to the vexed understanding 

of violence in texts that profit from the inclusion of that violence? The pattern of 

limitation and longing in the novels points, I believe, to a wider conversation that the 

authors join on violence in narrative. The reflection of the novels on sacrifice leads the 

reader to an awareness of both the violence that the texts represent but cannot touch and 

the authors’ perceptions of that divide. Thus, the gesture toward longing for something 

beyond the text through sacrifice can also be interpreted as a yearning for the ability to do 

something about the violence, accompanied by an awareness of the limits that narrative 

faces. Wouldn’t it be nice, these novels ask, to exit this cycle of narrative violence and to 

be able to approach sacrifice without the burdened tradition behind it and without having 

to question the very motives of the text itself?  But none of them illuminate a secure or 

realistic way out of cycles of violence and representation. At best, there seems to be a 
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plea for responsibility: that these issues not be left behind but carried into the text with 

the reader. 

This return to sacrificial motifs that carry certain cultural and historical 

resonances makes narrative limits legible, but what might the use of sacrifice be 

concealing by their presence? It is the historical resonances of these sacrificial 

conventions that make the instances of sacrifice legible within the novels, yet they are 

only legible within certain traditions, within certain cultural constraints that speak to a 

certain set of persons. Thus, one of the implications of the authors’ use of sacrifice is that 

it produces a limitation of its own: these conventions cannot be universalized to all 

audiences. What makes it legible to some also makes it illegible to others, which may be 

another function of carrying history forward within the text. One thing left to do, then, is 

to look at a larger group of texts that examine sacrifice without mobilizing the motifs of 

Judeo-Christian heritage. This thesis takes as necessary the use of Old Testament 

allusions in order to accomplish the work of sacrifice in these novels. But while leaning 

on these motifs, the authors are clearly questioning the self-limitation of such 

dependence, raising the question: are these instances necessarily beholden or tethered to 

their heritage and tradition? Coetzee, for example, is clearly thinking about the inability 

of the Judeo-Christian tradition to fully grasp the realities of post-apartheid South Africa, 

and Díaz pulls from wide pool of traditions to frame his narrative. If they are moving 

away from the conventions that they mobilize, casting a wider net of inclusion may 

provide other avenues of approaching sacrifice that do not mobilize this particular set of 

conventions. What needs to be studied, then, is if and how other texts approach sacrifice 
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in a way that is not self-limiting in order to determine what is lost and what is gained in 

that wider conversation. 

Another question raised regards the longing of the texts: if the use of sacrifice 

points beyond the text, what might be the nature of what is being pointed to? The authors 

of these novels have re-worked the sacrificial conventions presented and clearly exclude 

the solutions presented for limits and longing in the Old Testament, so what is left for 

them? What is the nature of the beyond hoped for by these texts? Another avenue of 

expansion for this project could be establishing the nature of what is longed for. Rushdie, 

Coetzee, and Díaz, I argue, while gesturing toward a longing, make no move to establish 

what the beyond might consist of, even if they may suggest how to get there. Other texts 

might venture further and reveal a deeper understanding of what possibilities exist 

beyond the text, but for these authors in these novels, in the words of David Lurie, this is 

as far as they are prepared to go.   
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