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Torture and Truth Seeking in 

J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians 

In “Into the Dark Chamber: The Novelist and South Africa,” published in the New 

York Times 1986, J. M. Coetzee wrote that torture was a fascinating topic for him and other 

South African novelists for timeless controversy, extremeness, and complexity. Waiting for 

the Barbarians was one of Coetzee’s most successful novels in which he exposed the 

complexity of torture while focusing on the relationship between torture and truth– 

seeking. I am interested in this particular relationship how they conflict and enact with 

one another to create the success of the novel. 

 In her article “The Body, The World and the State, J.M Coetzee’s Waiting for the 

Barbarians,” Barbara Eskstein researched several sources about the history and philosophy of 

torture in order to respond to this crucial theme in the novel. Among all her sources, Eskstein 

concurs with Eilene Scarry’s controversial book, The Body in Pain: The Making and 

Unmaking of the World. According to Eskstein, Scarry’s book proves the main theme of 

Coetzee’s novel is to disprove “the torturers’ ability to elicit factual truth (outside the body) 

by creating pain” even though torture has “historically used as a political and moral necessity 

to serve one’s country” (182-184). Eskstein uses Scarry’s voice to prove that history does not 

solidify torture as a means for truth–seeking. Rather, she argues, “the world, the self, and the 

voice are lost through intense pain as the prisoner’s self shrinks to the size of his body” (184).  

According to Eskstein, in regards to torture, no truth or factual information can be found and 

the theory of truth seeking by causing damages to a body was fabricated fact because a 

physically pained body can mute the voice of truth. 

Truth is an obsession in the novel. The idea of “truth seeking” is mentioned multiple 

times in accompanied to torture. When Colonel Joll first presented, Magistrate turnt to two 

prisoners, who are already jaded with puffy eyes and blood, says, “This gentleman is visiting 

us from the capital. He visits us from all the forts along the frontier. His work is to find out 

the truth” (Coetzee 4). In first appearance, Colonel Joll’s character is described as the 

authority, and attached to the notion that he is there to “find out the truth”. The prisoner 

explains his or her situation and convinces the Magistrate  (“No one would have brought an 

old man and a sick boy along on a raiding party” he says to Colonel Joll (Coetzee, 4). 
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Afterwards, the Magistrate is discharged from the interrogation process. Later in the novel, 

Magistrate brings up the complication of truth seeking to Colonel Joll: “What if your prisoner 

is telling the truth? Yet find he is not believed? Is that not a terrible position? Imagine: to be 

prepared to yield, to yield, to have nothing more to yield, yes to be pressed to yield more! 

[…] How do you ever know when a man has told you the truth?” (Coetzee 5) All of these 

questions are received with Colonel Joll’s vague answers: “training and experience teach us 

how to recognize that tone (of truth)” or simply “brushed off with a wave of hand” (Coetzee 

5, 6). Hence, Coetzee shows us the ambiguity and misleading truth of Colonel Joll’s 

propaganda.  

In her article, Eskstein does not stop just argue against the historical crime. She also 

argues why such crime was a prevalent issue in history. Eskein says, “The logic of the 

atmosphere of torture is that to gain power– or to seem to – the perpetuators of culture need 

the questions and the “confession” together with the body in pain” (185). Eskstein suggests 

that power played the most important part behind the human experience of the act of torture. 

By putting physical pain on one human body, and especially on a body of a presumably 

different class or race, torturers were displaying their authority over the otherness or 

marginalized individuals who are typically deemed voiceless. Thus, torture has nothing to do 

with national defense or political necessity; it is in fact a crime in which one country or one 

race practices its power over another. 

The realization of our protagonist – the Magistrate –  after his first torture experience 

confirms Eskstein’s statement about torture. After the Magistrate refuses to talk about his trip 

with the barbarian woman, Colonel Joll hands the Magistrate over to the torturer – Officer 

Mandel. Writing about this, Coetzee opens with: “I wonder how much pain a plump 

comfortable old man would be able to endure in the name of his eccentric notion of how the 

Empire should conduct itself. But my torturers […] were interested only in demonstrating to 

me what it means to live in a body, a body that can entertain the notions of justice only as it is 

long and well. They did not come to force the story out of me of what I had said to the 

barbarians and the barbarians have said to me”. (132)  It is clear that the moment Magistrate 

experiences torture, he realizes the utmost “truth” about torture is that there is no justice. 

There is no such thing as finding truth, which he is mentally prepared to fight for (his idea of 

justice – his “notion of a how the Empire should conduct itself”(132)).  In the end, his pain 
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and suffering has no reason to exist other than as an entertainment for his torturers, who take 

great interest in having power over his body and his existence. He concludes that their 

authority has shown him “what it means to live in a body”(Coetzee 132). This epiphany that 

the Magistrate has solidifies what Eskstein writes above about the injustice and hypocrisy 

around historical crime.   

Yet the relationship between torture and truth is not that simple in Waiting for the 

Barbarians.  Coetzee does not stop at lamenting torture as an inhumane crime. Torture in 

Waiting for the Barbarians is not only against the truth, as described in Colonel Joll and the 

Empire, but it exists as a means to acquire other truth for the moral character – the 

Magistrate. For our protagonist, torture is a mean to seek a different kind of truth, which in 

this regard, equals a moral clarity, self-realization in a dark political time.  In fact, Waiting for 

the Barbarian is not intended to be a novel about condemning torture. In his New York Times’ 

review,  “Into the Dark Chamber: The Ovelist and South Africa,” Coetzee writes that he 

wanted the book to be "about the impact of the torture chamber on the life of a man of 

conscience”. Coetzee uses torture as a crucial catalyst for the awakening of the protagonist, 

the Magistrate. It is the torture that challenges Magistrate’s belief in his Empire. It is the 

torture marks on the Barbarian woman that attracts him to her, which leads to his decision to 

leave the frontier and bring her back to her people. It is through various incidences that 

directly involve torture that the Magistrate grasps the major understanding of the “truth”: the 

corruption of the Empire that he once faithfully served and believed in.  

In his essay “Against Society, Against History, Against Reason Coetzee’s Archaic 

Postmodernism,” Anton Leist analyzes this sophisticated process in which torture awakes the 

conscience of the Magistrate. Leist stresses, “by opening himself gradually to the extent of 

his involvement in cruelties, he half intentionally provokes his own torture, which provide the 

purgatorial event necessary to understand what it means to be repressed” (206). Leist implies 

that through his close interaction with torture and as a torture victim, especially through the 

relationship he has with the barbarian women, and by putting himself in the shoes of the 

victim, Magistrate has finally grown to understand “what it means to be repressed”(206). In a 

way, Leist implies that the Magistrate finally understands the “truth” by the end of the novel, 

as well as the crime Colonel Joll has concealed and denied.  
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Let us see what Leist means that the protagonist was “opening himself gradually to 

the extent of his involvement in cruelties” by comparing and contrasting the Magistrate in 

three stage: the beginning of the novel, during his encounter with the barbarian woman, and 

last but not least, the series of event when the Magistrate is charged of treason and his own 

torture. His difference in each stage reveals the progress of the Magistrate’s involvement with 

torture, which is proportional with his improvement toward truth and clarity.  

In the beginning of the novel, despite his frustration about the Empire and Colonel 

Joll’s interrogation campaign, the Magistrate shields himself off of the harsh reality of the 

frontier. When he witnesses the first prisoner – the grandfather - die a brutal death after the 

interrogation (“beard caked with blood, one eye was rolled back the other eye-socket is a 

bloody hole”), his reaction is to turn to the little boy and say: “Listen, you must tell the 

officer the truth. That is all he wanted to hear from you –the truth. Once he is sure you are 

telling him the truth he will not hurt you” (Coetzee 8).  The Magistrate at this stage 

demonstrates his naivety and his blind faith in the justice of the Empire and Colonel Joll. 

Evidently, he has not yet been opened up to the truth about the Empire and their murderous 

crimes. To cope with the situation, he chooses to escape rather than pursue the issue.  He says 

to himself: “ I did not mean to get embroiled in this. […] I have not asked for more than a 

quiet life in a quiet time” (Coetzee 9). When torture happens around him more frequently, 

publicly, and brutally he tries his best to run away. For example, when Colonel Joll comes 

back with his first group of prisoners, Magistrate says, “I would like to be able to stop my 

ears from the noises coming from the yard below, which has now, it appeared, become 

permanently a prison yard. I feel old and tired, I want to sleep whenever I can nowadays and 

when I wake up, wake reluctantly” (Coetzee 23). His choice of oblivion distances him from 

torture and its harsh reality, but at the same time distances him from the truth of the Empire’s 

corruption.  

The distance between Magistrate and his acknowledgment of the truth is shortened 

when he opens himself up to torture, and in this case, the barbarian woman. His relationship 

with the barbarian woman plays a crucial role in his character development. Leist calls this 

“an interaction between two very different partners, which seems to dissolve the contrast 

between torture and understanding […] This part of the story has an overall humanistic end in 

the self-improvement of the Magistrate” (206). Leist implies that their interaction is based off 
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dependency. The barbarian woman is dependent on Magistrate for her survival needs, shelter, 

job, and food. But the need that Magistrate has for her is even more critical: a need for 

understanding, a need for truth. He says, “ It has been growing more and more clear to me 

that until the marks on this girl’s body are deciphered and understood I cannot let go of 

her” (Coetzee 35-36). Everything about the barbarian woman, including her crippled legs, 

half-blinded eyes, father’s death, and even her abandonment and begging, mark her as a 

victim of torture. In the Magistrate’s dependency and attraction toward her, the barbarian 

woman becomes the symbol of torture, a representation of many other victims who have died 

or suffered the same way she did. Therefore, when Magistrate takes her under his wings, 

gives her a job, and tries to understand her—he also takes the first step outside of his 

oblivion, and actively engages in trying to understand torture, which Leist calls “opening 

himself gradually to the extent of his involvement in cruelties”.  

 Leist says the relationship is “an overall humanistic end in the self-improvement of 

the Magistrate” (206).  The search for understanding and truth, I believe, is deeply motivated 

by the character’s conscience. Deep down, the Magistrate is ashamed of his oblivion and 

powerlessness about what is happening around him, and the system he has served so 

faithfully. Even though he is not a part of their interrogation procedure, he judges himself as 

torturer. He ends up reproaching himself and sinking more into helplessness.  There are 

numerous moments in his interaction with the barbarian woman when he compares himself to 

Colonel Joll. For instance, when he invites the barbarian woman into his room, he anticipates 

that the barbarian woman is expecting torture or sexual objectification as she has previously 

experienced. He says, “This is not what you think it is,” in an attempt to explain his act 

comes from kindness and sympathy (Coetzee 31). However, almost immediately, he judges 

himself for his explanation: “Can I really be about to excuse myself?” and “the distance 

between myself, and her torturers, are negligible”(Coetzee 31-32). This comparison between 

him and “her torturers” keeps appearing over and over again in his stream of consciousness 

and in his dialogue with her, causing him restlessness.  When the Magistrate finds it 

impossible to understand her painful past or to stir emotion in the woman (“what can I do to 

move you?” he asks her (Coetzee 50)) he finds the image of Colonel Joll in his head, which 

explains her numbness, brokenness and impenetrable heart: “With a shift of horror I behold 

myself the answer that has been waiting all the time offer itself to me in the image of the face 
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marked by two black glassy insect eyes from which there comes no reciprocal gaze but only 

my doubled images casted back at me.” (Coetzee 50). His awareness of the damage that 

Colonel Joll has caused to the woman provokes his shame of not standing up against torture. 

He is ashamed of his powerlessness and the more he understands her pain, he sees her 

condemning his submissiveness and cowardliness. In one of their conversations, she says: “ If 

you want to do something you do it,” which he interprets as “She said very firmly but 

perhaps she intends ‘If you had wanted to do it you would have done it’” (Coetzee 45). His 

interpretation of her words shows that he is restless and ashamed about his idleness, and to 

take action would be the only way he could make amends for his sin.  

Thus, action is the highest level of the Magistrate’s ethical improvement. To admit 

harsh reality for its naked truth is necessary, but unless the protagonist resolves to act upon 

his conscience, admitting the truth is not enough. Coetzee therefore did not end the novel at 

the Magistrate’s decision to return the barbarian woman to her people, which is his first risk 

taking toward moral understanding. Instead the author makes his protagonist come back to 

his frontier and face his charge of treason and imprisonment. Hence, his distance toward 

torture vanishes, and he is put in the shoes of the barbarian woman and other victims. From 

being an outside observer, the Magistrate experiences the torture himself and become one of 

the victims. Breaking the last wall between the protagonist and torture victim, Coetzee pushes 

his character toward the climax of oppression and urges him to drastically transform and act 

upon morality. Here, the Magistrate becomes outspoken and he publicly stands up against the 

Colonel and their inhuman torture at the square. When he sees “prisoners who lie docilely on 

the earth, their lips to the poles, oblivious of the hammer […] hoping that the punishment is 

at an end” he shouts accusals at Colonel Joll: “No, not with that.’ He said, “I hear the first 

words from my throat, rusty not loud enough. Then again, No. This time the word rings like a 

bell from my chest. I pointed a finger at him […] “you are depriving these people” (Coetzee 

122). Immediately, he receives physical abuse for his reaction. Nevertheless, he realizes, “It 

becomes important to stands up, however difficult the pain makes it”(Coetzee 123). Here, we 

see another man with refreshing strength. He is not a powerless man who is subdued toward 

the Empire and Colonel Joll’s crime. Being beaten up, swallowing blood, he appears stronger 

than he has previously been portrayed in the novel. This moment marks the complete ethical 
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maturity of the Magistrate, as well as his ability to fully grasp the truth through his complete 

exposure to torture.  

Thus, three transformational phases of the Magistrate character – before, during and 

after becoming involved with the barbarian women – the central image of the torture victim –  

correlates with Magistrate’s moral improvement. Through his involvement with torture, the 

Magistrate learns the truth behind the torture room, the crimes that Colonel Joll and torturers 

perform on the barbarians, as well as the moral corruption of the Empire. Through being 

close to torture and facing torture himself, he learns to understand this truth, to face it, and 

then to gather his courage, conscience, and strength to go against it. Through torture, 

Magistrate truly undergoes what Leist calls “purgatorial” changes.  

J.M Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians exposes and examines the complicated 

relationship between torture and truth seeking. The author condemns the hypocritical idea of 

interrogation as an excuse for exercising power on human’s bodies through the character of 

Colonel Joll and thus condemns torture, and the pain on human throughout history. Yet 

Coetzee sophisticatedly uses torture as a stimulus, a device to force “a man of conscience” 

like the Magistrate to find his honest voice within, to reach his ethical understanding. At the 

end of “Into the Dark Chamber, The Novelist and South Africa “ Coetzee writes, “When all 

human acts, […] will be returned to the ambit of moral judgment. In such a society it will 

once again be meaningful for the gaze of the author, the gaze of authority and authoritative 

judgment, to be turned upon scenes of torture”. By focusing on the torture environment as a 

catalyst for change, Waiting for the Barbarians is the author’s hope for a society in which 

authorities’ judgment will be “turned upon torture”, in which there will be a victory of 

conscience and amnesty. 
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