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Abstract

Waiting for the Barbarians by J. M. Coetzee explores the intricacies of colonialism,
power relationships, and humanity. Coetzee reveals the horrific results of unbridled authority
and the degrading repercussions of colonial oppression through vivid images and engaging
characters. The story follows the protagonist, a magistrate working in the colonial
administration, as he struggles with his role in the crimes committed by the empire and, in the
end, decides against its use of violence. The way in which Coetzee examines violence as a
means of control and coercion highlights the enduring effects of colonial tyranny on both
oppressors and victims. Waiting for the Barbarians pushes readers to confront the moral
complexity of colonialism and think about the larger ramifications of power relations in society
through its perceptive exploration of power, privilege, and resistance. This paper explores the
intricacies of power dynamics and colonialism as depicted in J.M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the
Barbarians.
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In Waiting for the Barbarians by J.M. Coetzee, uses the colonial setting as a powerful
background to examine the complex power dynamics present in imperial organizations. The
story, which takes place in an unnamed outpost on the outskirts of a large empire, depicts the
struggle between the native inhabitants, referred to as barbarians and the colonists. Coetzee
methodically examines the authority and control structures employed by the imperial powers
via the eyes of the protagonist, a magistrate who initially works for the empire. The glaring
power disparity between colonizers and colonized is at the center of the colonial environment.
In an effort to enslave and take advantage of the native population for its own benefit, the
empire uses military might, red tape and cultural hegemony to maintain its supremacy. The
outpost, a microcosm of imperial governance, turns into a place of oppression where colonists
can use their power without consequence.

The magistrate, who at first takes pride in his position within the imperial bureaucracy,
eventually loses faith in it as he sees the atrocities committed against the barbarians. Coetzee
uses his metamorphosis as a narrative device to examine the moral ambiguities between
resistance and complicity in the face of repressive systems. The internal struggle of the
magistrate is a reflection of the larger fight between the demands of violence sanctioned by the
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state and the conscience of the individual. Coetzee also explores how colonialism dehumanizes
oppressors as well as oppressed people. The barbarians are seen by the colonists as inferior
creatures with no agency or rights who should be subjugated and used for the empire’s gain.
The colonists are able to defend their acts and uphold their power because of this idea of the
‘other’. The oppressors’ psychological ramifications of this dehumanization are revealed in the
story, though, as they struggle with existential crises, remorse, and doubt.

Coetzee examines how discourse and language contribute to the maintenance of
colonial power structures. The justification of imperial expansion and the enslavement of
indigenous peoples is provided by the discourse of civilization versus barbarism. The
barbarians’ identities and traditions are erased as a result of the colonists forcing their language,
laws, and cultural standards upon them. The empire aims to impose its world view and preserve
its hegemonic power over the colonial populace through this linguistic imperialism. Coetzee
shows the resiliency and humanity of people who are subjugated to the tyranny of imperial
power structures while simultaneously exposing the violence, exploitation, and moral
bankruptcy inherent in such structures. A world fashioned by centuries of colonial dominance,
the colonial setting becomes a symbolic battleground where the struggle for liberation and self-
determination is fought, forcing readers to confront the complexity of power, privilege, and
resistance.

In his work Waiting for the Barbarians, J.M. Coetzee adeptly delves into the idea of
‘othering’ as a means of creating identity and drawing distinctions between the self and the
other. Coetzee demonstrates how colonialism feeds a narrative of superiority and inferiority
through the protagonist’s interactions with the barbarians which eventually results in the
dehumanization and marginalization of the colonized. “I daily become more like a beast or
simply machine” (61). As the magistrate loses more power, he becomes dehumanized, often
comparing himself to an animal. This highlights the way those in power view ‘others’ as less
than human.

Abdullah in the article on Waiting for the Barbarians: The Magistrate’s Identity in a
Colonial Context states that, the character of the Magistrate suffers a mixture of postmodern
characteristics of alienation, lack of cultural belonging, insecurity, double consciousness, and
fragmented power relations that are brought about as a result of his awareness of the evil of
colonization. Such themes are obvious if we consider the Magistrate’s identity as existent
within a set of relations to both the colonizer, represented by Colonel Joll, and the colonized,
represented by the barbarian woman, and the overall context of colonization. Highlighting
these themes in the novel in addition to the Magistrate’s psychology, one can judge the
Magistrate’s end to be one of loss and unbelongingness.

The story takes place in an unidentified colonial colony on an empire’s periphery.
Within the colonial government, the main character, also referred to as the Magistrate, holds a
position of authority. But after seeing the native people, who are called barbarians, he begins
to doubt the veracity of the empire’s policies and the myths that support them.The barbarians
are shown right away as the ‘other’,a people group whose language, customs and way of life
are seen by the colonists as inferior and archaic.
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Language serves to further strengthen their sense of otherness; they are called
barbarians, a word that carries strong associations with barbarism and primitivism. This
language justifies the colonists’ exploitation and dominance over the indigenous people. “The
old man says they were coming to see the doctor. Perhaps that is the truth. No one would have
brought an old man and a sick boy along on a raiding party. I grow conscious that I am pleading
for them” (4). The Indigenous child and man that Joll and his men have taken prisoner are the
ones the Magistrate is referring to. The Magistrate disagrees, reasoning that the sick youngster
and the elderly man could hardly constitute a threat. Joll will make an example of them and
heighten the town’s mistrust of foreigners regardless of whether he thinks they are dangerous
or not.

The Barbarians are seen by the Magistrate as fellow humans with their own agency,
desires, and struggles, rather than as the ‘other’, as he comes to know them through interaction.
This change in viewpoint exposes the humanity of the colonized and undermines the colonial
myth of superiority. However, any genuine peace or understanding between the two tribes is
thwarted by the empire’s unrelenting quest of dominance and growth. Through the treatment
of a little barbarian girl who is kidnapped and tormented by the colonial forces, Coetzee delves
more into the processes of othering. She refuses to live up to the expectations of weakness and
submission set by the colonists, and in spite of her suffering, she continues to be a symbol of
resistance and fortitude. By virtue of her persona, Coetzee draws attention to the violence that
is a part of the process of othering and the manner in which it is exploited as an excuse for
exploitation and oppression.

The Magistrate’s determination to rebel against the empire and seek atonement for his
involvement in its atrocities is the result of his developing empathy for the barbarians. But in
the end, his attempts at making amends are in vain because individual acts of resistance cannot
overthrow the empire’s entrenched power. In Waiting for the Barbarians, Coetzee shows how
the process of othering oneself to create an identity feeds oppressive and violent societies. By
presenting the colonized as the ‘other’ the colonizers are able to uphold their power and defend
their methods. The novel also makes the argument that, despite seeming disparities, everyone
has the capacity for agency and humanity, and that this is the only way to truly achieve
emancipation.

Coetzee explores postcolonialism through the lens of a magistrate’s encounter with
imperial savagery. Coetzee examines colonialism’s moral ambiguity, the dehumanization of
indigenous peoples, and power hierarchies. The story questions ideas of civilization and
savagery by exposing the pernicious nature of oppression. Coetzee illustrates the intricacies of
identity, complicity, and compulsion within colonial regimes through the magistrate’s journey
of empathy and resistance. According to Ashcroft postcolonialism deals with the effects of
colonization on cultures and societies. Unlike colonialism, this term is of much more recent
provenance, emerging in the late 1970s to describe a range of literary and cultural analysis of
colonized and formerly colonized societies. As originally used by historians after World War
IT in terms such as the post-colonial state, ‘post-colonial’ had a chronological meaning,
designating the post-independence period.
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Violence is used as a means of control and coercion in the framework of colonialism in
Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians, illustrating the power relations between the colonizers
and the colonized. The work addresses the complex nature of violence and its part in upholding
colonial oppression through the experiences of the protagonist. Colonial violence is shown as
a tool used by the Empire to maintain control over the native populace. An example of the
Empire’s use of brutal tactics to maintain dominance and instill fear is the use of torture to
extract confessions and information. “The more they are fawned on, the more their arrogance
grows” (92). As paranoia about a barbarian attack spreads, the guards grow arrogant, treating
the townsfolk terribly. They embody barbaric and savage behavior more than the supposed
enemy. The behavior of the guards, more than the fear of the barbarians, brings the town to
ruin.

The Magistrate, as a representative of the Empire, first embodies this power dynamic
through his complacency in carrying out the Empire’s orders, including the torture and
imprisonment of indigenous people suspected of being barbarians. This highlights the arbitrary
nature of violence. As violence hangs large over the indigenous community, the novel depicts
violence not just as a physical form of coercion but also as a psychological technique used to
maintain a sense of helplessness and submission.

Pandey in the article on The Representation of Violence and Suffering in J M Coetzee’s
Waiting for the Barbarians, states that Coetzee uses clear and unsettling imagery to portray the
acts of physical, psychological and sexual violence and exploitation against the
native/aboriginal people in the name of law and order and protection. Colonel Joll, the colonial
representative of oppression, employs the tactics of violence, cruelty and torture to subdue and
exploit the native people. These delineations expose the inherent brutality of colonial power
and power dynamics under colonialism.

As the story progresses, the Magistrate changes, reflecting on the morality of his deeds
and eventually rejecting the violence that the Empire continues to support. The Magistrate
learns to have compassion for indigenous people and acknowledges the fundamental injustice
of colonial oppression via his bond with a tormented girl and his personal experiences of
suffering at the hands of the Empire. His decision to abstain from additional acts of violence is
a declaration of his disapproval of the colonial system and his admission of his role in the
continuation of injustice.

In Waiting for the Barbarians, by J.M. Coetzee, colonists employ violence as a common
tactic to establish dominance and compel native populations to comply. The colonizers use
psychological and physical tactics including threats, humiliation, and torture to keep control
over the colonized. Beyond simple acts of aggression, this violence is a tool of compulsion,
inspiring dread and compliance in the downtrodden. Moreover, the narrative of colonial
superiority uses violence as justification for exploitation and cultural imposition. Coetzee’s
story forces readers to acknowledge the systematic part that colonialism played in violence,
revealing its pernicious origins and long-lasting effects on both oppressors and victims.
Coetzee emphasizes the underlying brutality of colonial power relations through his
examination of coercion and control, which invites consideration of the wider ramifications of
such violence in historical and modern situations.
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J.M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians Coetzee offers a thoughtful analysis of
humanity, colonialism, and power. Coetzee exposes the harsh repercussions of unbridled power
and the dehumanizing impacts of colonial oppression with striking images and engrossing
characters. Coetzee highlights the resiliency of the human spirit by revealing moments of
empathy and resistance among the violence and intimidation. In the end, Waiting for the
Barbarians forces us to consider our common humanity in the face of injustice and face the
more sinister sides of power relations.

Waiting for the Barbarians by J.M. Coetzee clarifies the novel’s examination of
colonialism, power relations, and dehumanization. Coetzee illustrates the psychological
ramifications for both oppressors and victims while illustrating the moral complexity of
tyranny and resistance. The story reveals how violence is arbitrarily used to maintain power
structures and carry out colonial domination. Through the metamorphosis and introspection of
the protagonist, Coetzee challenges readers to consider ideas of identity, power, and humanity.
This paper has highlighted the impacts of colonialism on people and society and calls for
critical analysis of both historical and modern power dynamics.
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