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Abstract: This article discusses two novels by J.M. Coetzee, Life and Times of Michael K 
and Disgrace, with reference to the Darwinian concept of the struggle for life. The novels 
depict a world riven by conflict, struggle and competition for resources, which is partly 
ascribable to the socio-political context of South Africa. In both stories the protagonists 
are confronted with extreme situations, both facing moments when their survival comes 
under threat. In the light of Darwinian concepts, Coetzee’s characters fail to adapt to 
the changing environment and ultimately face extinction. Despite the very significant 
differences between Michael K and David Lurie – including the degree of their self-
understanding – they both undergo harrowing experiences, as a result of which they 
descend to the level of animal existence, retreating to, as Lurie’s daughter puts it, “the only 
life there is. Which we share with animals.” The implications of the protagonists’ affinity 
with animals are discussed with regard to Darwin’s claims about the continuities between 
human and animal life. This article examines the protagonists’ actions and decisions with 
relation to the biological imperative to struggle for life. 
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Both Life and Times of Michael K and Disgrace portray a world riven by conflict and 
struggle. Both, too, contain overt indications of their setting. The place names 
mentioned in these stories unmistakably denote the place as South Africa, but 
there are suggestions that the temporal setting is meaningful as well. Although 
Life and Times of Michael K is quite reticent on the details of the war it depicts, 
commentators generally regard it as a representation of the racial conflict in 




