Consider how the Authors Use Conflict and Present Power in J. M. Coetzees ‘Disgrace’, and Peter Careys Jack Maggs’.

NARRATIVE is ENTERTAINMENT. We thrive on it, breathing it in as effortlessly as we breathe our own air. There are movies with it, television shows with it, books and music with it. We live with it in our everyday lives, and if we don’t, then we complain that we’re bored and unsatisfied. To create narrative, we need a core element: CONFLICT. Conflict is the stuff drama is made of. Conflict is what builds narrative. In fact, conflict is the base structure upon which we establish almost every type of entertainment. You can’t go and see a comedian today who isn’t making jokes about someone, or read a good novel without the characters getting in a bustle about each other. We need conflict. And novelists Carey and Coetzee know this, and use it in their written works.
This essay will focus on two works by each of the writers (‘Disgrace’ by Coetzee and ‘Jack Maggs’ by Carey), and the use of conflict within them.

As well as studying the uses of conflict, the presentation of power will also be looked at. Power is the reason for conflict between any disputing characters: a power struggle between one character and another could lead to any degree of agitation on either character’s part, whether it emotional, physical, or even sexual (which arguably can be simply classified as emotional conflict). Power is the object the main characters in both Carey’s and Coetzee’s books carry with both of them. In the novel ‘Jack Maggs’, the main character (Jack Maggs himself) has an immensely strong physical power about him. His power is used to later create conflict. This is made most clear from the very first moment we’re introduced to him. 

We find Jack (the character) entering a coach, to be greeted in awe by the other passengers. As he enters the coach, every spectator within his presence is captivated by this almost supernatural power radiating from Maggs. Carey presents it in such a way that we as readers are made aware of it through the eyes of everyone else; in this case, his aforementioned coach-going companions. Their awe is empathised by us by their normal, human  reactions: they’re telling us that they’re human, and so is this Maggs character. 
This means, this power Jack holds is far from supernatural. It means Jack’s power, vast as it is, is completely human, totally real. Because of the clarity with which Carey shows us how real Maggs is, we can’t help but fear his power; we cannot simply write it off as something other-worldly.  This technique of humanisation – of relating us to people we may easily take the place of -- is used by Carey throughout his novel, to keep us reminded of the power of Maggs.


No such technique is used by Coetzee to show any such form of power in his main character, David Lurie. When we are first introduced to this character, we find a wretched abuser who can’t tell what he wants, and is constantly trying to consume more of what he already has. If anything, Coetzee causes us to disassociate with David Lurie. In the opening chapters to ‘Disgrace’, David Lurie explores his thoughts and feelings concerning Soroya, a prostitute he was visiting. He has no real power here. His power is only the money he uses to keep his whore. As we’re led further into the first few pages, we learn this to be very much true. Curiously, the prostitute holds more power over David Lurie than Lurie holds over her: her power is presented subtly, as she discards him after he pathetically attempts to gain more power over her by acquiring information on her through a minor patch of stalking.  This creates a large amount of conflict early on in the story: David Lurie wants what David Lurie can’t have. Deluding himself, he pursues the girl until his interests fade, like a spoilt child fighting for a new toy.
In this short chapter of Lurie’s life, the first to which we bear witness, we find amongst a routine power struggle a quite substantial amount of conflict. We know this is only one of many like it, because Lurie shows his character later to be rather persistent at becoming involved with such power struggles, in situations with another girl he sleeps with, and his daughter (to name only two instances of such self-involved battles). So it’s quite likely that such a thing has occurred before. In fact, there seems to be a power struggle between Lurie and every other force he seems to come across, but one. With one single character, Bev Shaw, Lurie does not seem to feel the need to dominate and overcome. When Lurie meets Bev, he’s greeted by a thoroughly unattractive and undesirable woman. Eventually, the two form a partnership as they work within her occupational establishment (a veterinary surgery). Near the end of the book, they both sleep together. Throughout the events that occur between these two characters, the only conflict we have comes from within Lurie’s head. His inward repulsion and eventual submission to Bev are detailed for us, showing us feelings: feelings that are not spoken, and so, do not create conflict. As far as presentation of power here is concerned, Lurie does not attempt to exert power over Bev, and Bev’s only utilised power over Lurie is shown to us in the form of instructions delivered to our anti-hero. There is hardly any power use or power abuse to speak of. Curiously, this is only the case between Lurie and two characters (including Bev). The other character is the Christian father of a girl, Melanie, Lurie sleeps with (or, arguably, rapes). This is very, very interesting: one would think this man would seize the first opportunity he could to wring Lurie’s neck. However, the father allows the man, who has committed a moral atrocity with his daughter, to sit with him and his family to dinner. He virtually forgives Lurie. While this destroys any opportunity for conflict to arise, this father does display a huge amount of power over David Lurie: he allows him into his home, where the father is capable of virtually any action without immediate prevention; he talks with him civilly, showing his emotional intelligence (something Lurie lacks – giving the father an advantage); he is the father of the girl Lurie uses unwittingly to create for himself a disgrace, hence has the ability to press charges – an action that could surely ruin Lurie. Despite all this, though, the father character creates no conflict, by not seizing his opportunities to exert his power over Lurie. This, though, only gives this minor character yet even more power, since he could choose to use his powers over Lurie at almost any opportunity. Power, here, is presented through the father character as an inextinguishable force applied upon Lurie. In fact, this seems to be how power is presented to us throughout the entire tale. Power struggles may arise, but inevitably, Lurie will fail.

In ‘Jack Maggs’, power struggles are just as valuable to the storyline as they are in ‘Disgrace’. However, the situation between Jack Maggs and Mercy Larkin (a servant in the household Maggs is initiated into to cover his criminal position) doesn’t seem to involve much of a power struggle between characters, much like the situation between Lurie and Bev.

These two characters start off somewhat badly. Jack sees in Mercy a little girl, and a pestering one at that, while Mercy fears Jack, but only until she begins to see everything she thinks she needs in a man in him. She feels his power, and she wants it. Despite Mercy’s want and Jack’s irritation, there is little power struggle. Certainly, Jack would find it most beneficial to himself to fully control the girl (which arises the question of whether or not he’d actually be capable of such a deed), yet he doesn’t. In this way, we can relate Maggs to Melanie’s Christian father in ‘Disgrace’ (mentioned earlier).
There is conflict, though, and this is presented through the girl’s persistence: She both tries to snoop around him, reading his letter to Henry Phipps (a most private document containing some intimate fragments on Jack Maggs’ life), and tries to be his prostitute, as she is to Percy Buckle (the owner of the household in which she holds residence), which holds for Jack no interest. As she continues her efforts, Jack’s diminishing tolerance for Mercy herself eventually leads him to bar Mercy up in a room. This is a presentation of power, but not so much between Mercy and Jack. As Jack holds Mercy, Percy loses an amount of control over both Mercy and his own house. Jack’s taken over, and Percy doesn’t like it. Quite curiously, this lack of intense conflict, in contrast to that which we see amongst the other characters of the novel, is not the only factor that relates Jack Maggs & Mercy Larkin, and (Coetzee’s book) Disgrace’s David Lurie & Bev Shaw: both couples end up sleeping together. Not only do they both sleep with their partner, but they also both persist in their relationship after the end of both books. Are the authors trying to tell us that, while we crave conflict, drama and passion, in order for a relationship to actually succeed, they cannot be present? Is the use of conflict in these novels to simply drive a point about relationships? Of course not, but it’s an interesting speculation.

Mercy Larkin, away from Jack, has problems with Percy Buckle, although they aren’t so very clear as the problems between most of the other characters in ‘Jack Maggs’, or even ‘Disgrace’. Percy Buckle wants to claim total and complete ownership of this girl, yet Mercy seems not only unwilling, but also completely oblivious to both his want, and her own resistance. He wants her as his own: he believes he actually can have her, too. This is only interesting to Mercy because it feeds fantasy of becoming a wife. She has no real interest in Percy Buckle himself – which, of course, creates a lot of conflict.

Percy Buckle is a valuable character though: he shows the fundamentally normal man: average-in-build, working class and of only the most necessary intelligence. Percy is helpless at the hands of this giant, Maggs, and always wants more – much like David Lurie in ‘Disgrace’. In fact, their resemblance to each other is incredibly striking. Both have a habit of creating conflict and both want more power both in the face of higher and lower powers.

The main power struggle (and main conflict) in ‘Jack Maggs’ is between Jack himself and a character name Tobias Oates, a mesmerist (hypnotist) and a writer, who bases his stories on the tales he acquires from his mesmerised subjects.  Tobias decides that Jack would make an excellent subject, and chooses to mesmerise him. It’s from this first interaction between Oates and Maggs – or, more specifically, the conflict that arises from this first interaction – that the entire novel and its’ core plot develops. Tobias reveals Jack’s secret to Percy and himself, by exposing the convict’s lashed and torn back. This knowledge gives these characters great power over Jack. In fact, they are in control of his very life. This is a very strong presentation of a very strong power. Ironically, Percy decides that Jack would be kept and not killed, a choice he clearly regrets later in the novel as he tries to have the criminal shot.

Jack’s power as an ex-con is clearly an important thing. Carey rarely ceases to remind us that Jack Maggs is a “criminal”, or a “convict”. Cleverly, Carey is again uses his ability to force us as readers to empathise with the frightened character, as he did at the beginning of ‘Jack Maggs’. We are reminded of Jack’s past when he is faced with Tobias Oates or Percy Buckle, who are all too aware of what Jack is, to show how they see Maggs.

Since these instances, where Maggs and Buckle or Oates clash, involve some sort of power show by Maggs, we associate the otherwise somewhat meaningless “convict” with power. Criminal soon means, to us, ‘violent, short-tempered, stubborn and intolerant’. Because of this, it’s not necessary for Carey to present to us a full scene of power, as one might expect from a novel. Instead, he uses what he’s taught us to present power: a mention of the word “convict” means we’re reminded of Maggs’ power.
In conclusion: In ‘Disgrace’ there is no main power struggle, only a series of conflicts. First, as previously mentioned in this essay, Lurie obsesses over a prostitute. Then, he pursues a student of his. Next, he’s banished by authority figures. Then, he must deal with the rape of his daughter, and the characters that violated her. Following this, he faces the conductor of the rape… and finally has an affair with a married woman. Coetzee is telling us that David Lurie’s life consists of a repetition of various “disgraces”. He’s telling us that this man’s life is a series of conflicts. All but one of the ones we witness involve a power struggle of sorts. This way, Coetzee shows us that either the world is a very dramatic place, or, David Lurie has a quite dreadful habit of creating conflict for himself, only stopping after he’s run out of fuel to fire his urge for anything but a quiet life.

In ‘Jack Maggs’, there is an amazing assortment of conflicts, both of past and present, to illustrate the life and times of Jack Maggs and his many companions, accomplices and rivals. Conflict is used in a much more real way in ‘Jack Maggs’ than in ‘Disgrace’, offering it not only to drive home points that illustrate particular themes, but also to make the book more real: every conflict that arouse in Jack Maggs could easily happen to you or I, where as in Disgrace, the conflicts happen within circumstance: at the end of ‘Disgrace’, when the circumstance does not exist, Lurie is a very tame fellow. Jack Maggs, however, remains as exciting a character as he was when we first met him. 

Concerning the presentation of power in both books: Coetzee presents power to us through every force that oppresses David Lurie, or stands against Lurie’s beliefs. Carey presents power through his characters and their actions, both through the forces that oppress Jack Maggs, and the forces of Jack Maggs himself, and the way he influences the lives of others.
